The Homeless Year

by LB Lee

Front Cover
A small LB stands at the foot of the Porter Square doom stairs, carrying a backpack, duffle bag, and a plastic bag.  In front of them stretch an interminably long stair case; to their left, other folks, unencumbered, travel up the escalator.  The title is at the top, made out to look like an MBTA Red Line sign.  The cover is done entirely in shades of red, with the figure of LB in white.

At the bottom is a recommendation from Jade Aurora, via Tumblr: “Listen.  You need to go to his site.  You need to look at his work… He’s passing his experience on to everyone else, and it has already saved a life.”

Back Cover
Headline: A Happy Healthy Comic About Sick Sad Things
Blurb: It is summer 2012, and multiple LB has just lost job, home, and mind.  Mentally ill, living in an attic crawl space filled with rusty nails and rotten fiberglass, there’s only one thing to do: make funny comics about it, and hope to eventually write their own happy ending.  So they do, and they did.
Funny, heartbreaking, and determined, The Homeless Year saved LB’s life.  Maybe it’ll save yours.
Picture: A realistic drawing of LB in the attic crawl space they lived during the Homeless Year.  Instead of a cube, the room is shaped like a triangular prism on its side, the ceiling sloping down so that it’s nigh-impossible to stand in the room.  The wooden timbers of the roof are visible, despite the insulation that’s been staple-gunned up on top of it, along with a curtain of plastic made to hold in heat during winter. (Currently, it’s held out of the way with a hair clip.) Plastic sheeting keeps the natural (now rotting) fiberglass insulation from molting over LB and their mattress on the floor.
The one real wall, a small triangle at the far end of the coffin-like room, has some art stuck to it in a desperate attempt to brighten the place up.  A book shelf and night table are pressed up against the plastic-sheeted wall, filled with books.  An air purifier is on top, and a fan is squeezed between roof timbers and milk crates filled with clothes.
LB sits curled on their mattress, looking haggard.
About The Author
LB is a multivarious entity that makes mental health comics, draws pretty pictures, and writes stories about reality melting.  They live in Boston.  They have windows. 
Picture: A cute blobby LB doing a double-thumbs up and looking far more cheerful than such a book has any right to be.
Title Page
A black and white copy of the cover, minus all red.
Info Page
Cover typography & design assistance: Kerry of Plures House. (exunoplures.org)
All content is copyright 2015 LB Lee.  No portion of this work may be reproduced without the written consent of the author, except for the purpose of review.
Parts of this book were originally published as ‘Dissociation,’ ‘Cracks of Sunshine vol. 1: Broke Brain,’ and ‘Cracks of Sunshine vol. 2: Self-Hate Loves You.’
First printing, October 2015.
Printed in the USA by Keness.
LB would love to hear from you!
loonybrain@healthymultiplicity.com
http://LB-Lee.livejournal.com
Picture: Sneak sitting hunched at a desk, looking with dismay at zer laptop, whose screen holds a skull on it.  To the left is a book on PHP, along with a mug filled with scissors and pencils.  The caption reads “Technological difficulties.”
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Pg. 4: Who Is LB?
LB's vessel stands in the panel, shrugging. "I don't actually exist, just so you know. Er."

They point to themself, and the vessel becomes transparent, showing little cartoony faces of the members of Loony-Brain. "I'm just a body, a container for these guys."

A picture of the triangle closet, with all of the system, including the vessel, crammed inside. "You only see for narrative consistency," the vessel explains. Sneak, who's pressed against the roof, wails, "AUGH I AM SO SQUISHED!"

Caption: Plus, this comic covers some raw territory. And somehow, it's easier to depict this... (The vessel eating a biscuit, crying, going, "BAWWW!") ...than this. (Rogan eating a biscuit, crying, going, "BAWWW!") Some distance, you know?

The vessel is back, scratching its head. "So, uh, yeah. I'm not really a person. ...Even though I'm telling you this. Brain-breaky..."

Underneath is a picture of the LB group members, with the caption “THE REAL PEOPLE.”  Arrows point out each individual…
Rogan: starving artist. (A rather gaunt, haggard looking bearded brown man with glasses and short hair.)
Mac: long-suffering husband. (A white man with shaggy red hair, sideburns, and an easygoing smile.)
Sneak: loves you. (A white person with a big grin and pigtails.)
Gigi: creepy little girl. (A young white girl with a foreboding expression, long blond hair, and a headband.)
Miranda: too sane for here. (A slender white woman with curly shoulder-length blond hair.)
Pg. 5
Oh, and Falcon, retired imaginary pal. (A middle-aged Italian man with wavy black graying hair and a turtle neck.)
...who we sometimes depict as a coffin in a hat. (Old in-joke.) (A descriptive doodle of Falcon as just that.)
A Quick Note:
Originally, that was all the context we gave, but just for added clarity:
We’re a multi system.
AKA ‘multiple personalities.’
We go into more detail in other comics, but the Homeless Year isn’t about that.  If you’re curious about us, we have a little group bio in the back, or you can visit us online.
Okay?  Okay.
On with the book!
Pg. 6
Subtitle: June 13, 2012 “The Big Crash Comic”
[Full-page image of gray sky with clouds across it.  The lettering is rigged to resemble the old electric typewriter font we used for the rest of Dissociation.]
Pg. 7
Dissociation, by LB Lee
[The cover, showing a clear sky, muddled only by a couple clouds. A person with long dark hair stares up into it with a vacant smile and tears on their face.]

Pg. 8
[The comic's letters are cut out from a typewriter print-out, juxtaposed with seemingly unrelated images.]

There are warning signs,
usually, [a yield sign, in front of a barred, boarded up window]

but you can't
or won't
heed them. [the sign and boarded up shop front is now in the background as a bicyclist zooms by]

You may not even recognize
them
until too late. [the bicyclist is now mostly in the corner, zipping by an office window. The cyclist waves at an office worker sitting by the window, but the worker doesn't notice, too busy talking on the phone]

It doesn't take much.
Just one word. [A close-up on the office worker's face. He's shouting angrily into the phone.]

One
more
thing
than you can handle. [Reversal of camera angle. Now the viewer is looking from inside the office out the worker's window, looking out on a bridge. A tiny figure is leaning on the railing.]

One little push.
And suddenly... [Closer on the person against the railing]

Pg. 9
Sanity is no longer the best option. [The person stands at the railing. The camera hovers above, showing the traffic speeding towards the bridge from below.] 
Pg. 10
You may not even notice
[the person stands staring into the sky, and over their eyes are the words] something's wrong
at first

In fact, you might feel
<u>better</u>. [Close-up on the person's smile]

Everything's beautiful [a happy smiling sun, a cute cauliflower tree, half the person's smiling face]

and nothing hurts [dark sky, a crescent moon, the tree is now leafless and burning, and tears are running down the person's face]

Ignore everything strange. [the person wipes the tears away, looking vaguely puzzled in the nightscape]

It's just trying to confuse you. [The happy smiling sun is back. The person pushes back their hair and smiles, though the tears keep coming] 
Pg. 11
You know you're not supposed to throw yourself in traffic,
but you can't
remember why? [the smiling sun is back, and the person starts to climb over the bridge railing as the cars speed by]

Then your imaginary friend shows up. [A large man in a turtleneck rushes over, tugs the person back from the railing; the person only registers mild surprise]

[The man grips the person by the shoulders, speaks intently; the person just smiles vacantly and stares out at the viewer]
He says you need to call your friend.
<u>Right now.</u>
It's very important.

You suspect he's trying to trick you, [lines blurring, the person appears to give the idea comedic consideration, while the man, still in focus, grips his face with anxiety and alarm]

[letters getting uneven] but he's always been
trustworthy in the past, so okay. [The person beams and gives the man a thumb's up; its lines are disintegrating; the man still looks deeply alarmed, but a little reassured] 
Pg. 12
[the panel lines are jittery, the backgrounds such a mess of lines as to be completely unrecognizable, the person a blob of hair, smile, and tears. The words scatter all over the panels, almost impossible to follow]

Things get kind of
hazy
after
that. [the person walks through haze, still smiling, still crying]

You
must
have
walked
a
very
long
way [still walking, a vague shape of a maybe-car and possible street signs]

Apparently
someone
called
you.
But
you
can't
remember. [the blobbed person smiles and talks on a phone shape]

Somehow
you
get
to
your
friend's
house. [the person reaches a melted dark house and presses the doorbell, only recognizable for it's 'ding dong' sound effect]

[The door opens, and a girl with dreadlocks and a raggedy shirt opens. She alone is composed of sharp, easily recognizable lines.]
Person: [in shaky hand-written text] I am in an altered state.
Friend: OK. Want to watch Disney films with me?
Person: Yes.

[Fade to black. The typewritten letters manage to pull themselves together to form almost proper lines.]
There isn't even
haze after that.
You just remember
one
thing:
you have very nice friends.

Pg. 13
When we made ‘Dissociation,’ we tried to pretend it wasn’t completely autobiographical, but I don’t think we fooled anybody.  Here’s the lowdown.
The person was us. [A drawing showing the smiling, crying dark-haired person converted into the LB vessel, with identical expression.]
The imaginary friend was Falcon. [A drawing showing the man in a turtle-neck converted into Falcon, with identical expressions of worry.]
The girl with dreadlocks was our friend (and soon to be roomie) Holly (watch for her later cameo!) [A drawing showing the girl converted into a white girl with straight hair, though with identical expression of concern.]
We were in a dissociative haze for a week.  When we surfaced, we entered into a partial hospitalization program (AKA Loony Daycare).  We planned for our upcoming homelessness with Holly.
And we drew…
Pg. 14: Scratch’s Art
Open
[An image of a white faceless figure, posing with flexed arms and confidence, beaming light and throwing back shadows.  It appears to have been scribbled in marker, as will all the art in this series.]
Pg. 15
Blind
[The white faceless figure is now gray, clutched in dark hands.  A white ghost flies upward, out of its eye sockets.  The shadows in the background are encroaching.]
Pg. 16
Hidden
[The white figure is in the grips of an enormous black python with a single white eye in the middle of its face.  Its jaws are open, ready to bite down, filled with white teeth.  The white figure has a face now, and it seems to be screaming with fear.]
Pg. 17
Unknown
[A swirl of black and gray shadows.  There is nothing else.]
Pg. 18
[This drawing is done in MS paint, because I was a glutton for punishment back then.  It shows the little white faceless figure falling, plummeting down a gray background, while three enormous black figures watch in silence.  Their eyes are huge white swirls in their faces.]
Pg. 19
[This drawing is done in black pen scribbled on white paper.  It shows another one of those enormous black figures with huge glowing white eyes, reaching out huge taloned hands to catch the white figure, who is fleeing and appears to be screaming.  The dark monolith surrounds the white figure, and it’s unclear if it holds the white figure inside it.  Around it are the words “Nobody will ever love you the way I do.”]
Pg. 20: Cracks of Sunshine vol. 1: Broke Brain
Cover
[A gray background with a white circle.  Inside the circle is a happy smiling brain with a bandage on it.  The title runs around the circle in circus-like lettering.]
Pg. 21
Home Sweet Home

August, 2012: One of LB's soon-to-be-roommates shows them their soon-to-be-home-- the triangular closet, filled with dust, boxes, rusty nails and moldy fiberglass. The roommate looks dubious.

"So, this is the closet. I don't know... there's no AC or heat."

"It'll do," say LB.

"Are you sure? But--"

"It's two and a half walls and a rof over our head. We'll take it. Ninety degrees ain't bad."

A montage of panels show the readying of the closet: bandanna over nose and mouth, LB moves boxes, staple-guns plastic over the rotting fiberglass, gets gloves after getting their skin full of fiberglass splinters, panting, coughing, and wheezing. At one point, as they cough, their roommate says flatly, "I'm buying you an air purifier."

Finally, it is done, and LB shows off their new, clean closet, with a mattress on the floor, some art on the wall, and milk crates and shelves.

"This is our room!" They say. "Ain't it great?"

"Uh..." Their guest looks horrified. "Jeez, I'm--"

"SHUT UP IT HAS AN AIR PURIFIER. IT IS AWESOME," LB snaps.

Pg. 22
Rogan: Worst Patient Ever
Rogan sits on a couch with an icepack on his knee.

Rogan: Okay, I'ma take good care of this knee.

But within a few minutes he's bored.

Rogan: AAH I HATE NOT MOVING!

He looks miserably at Mac.

Rogan: How long do I gotta do this?

Mac: Today and tomorrow.

Rogan: ARGH! 
The Room
Sneak cheerfully sits in a tiny room directly underneath a sloping roof that meets the floor at one side. Zie points out various parts of the room as zie discusses them.

"So, this is our room!"

Zie gets on hands and knees. "You've got to Maddied over and crawl to be inside."

Zie points to the ceiling. "There are nails coming out of the roof."

Zie touches the one wall that ISN'T also the roof. "But Rogan nailed plastic over the fiberglass on this wal so we can breathe. (It was molting.)"

Zie waves at glowing orbs on the wall. "And it has tiki lamps!"

Zie flops on the mattress. "I love our room." 
Pg. 23
Perfectionism
So, I used to be this whacked perfectionist. Then I discovered... the DEADLINE! Suddenly, all I care about is: GET. IT. DONE.

Car weirdly squashed? GET. IT. DONE.

Perspective all wonky? GET. IT. DONE.

You can draw nothing but crap and hate it all plus the world? GET. IT. DONE.

I've come to realize none of my finished comics will be as awesome as I want. But they're finished! And that's so much more satisfying than being perfect. 
Crack-ups and Burn-Outs
(Smiling, happy people.) So, I note a disturbing trend among my friends. (Sad, crying people.) They all have a major meltdown before the age of 25. Or worse. (picture of a tombstone) I, alas, am no exception. (A calendar for June 2012 with a big question mark over it.)

Sometimes it's overwork. (A picture of a person with multiple arms to juggle their two jobs, hobby, school, medication, and divorce papers.) Other times, it's past demons coming back. (A billowing, foggy figures drags a screaming person away.) Or a really bad coming out. (Ominous, glowering figures looming over a sheepish person.) 
Pg. 24
Or all of them at the same time. (The multi-armed person being dragged, kicking and screaming by the shadow, while the glowering figures watch.)

It's really sad to see the people I love fall so bad. (Many tombstones.) And to know how close I came myself. (A tiny figure standing on a bridge over a river.)

At the same time, I wonder (person appears, hands spread, asking): "Why is this happening?" Is our society just that rough on people? (A person lies collapsed in the panel, with an arrow pointing to them declaring 'Adulthood!') Are we just unlucky? (A sad person holding a two-leaf clover.) Will this happen to everyone? (A field of tombstones.) Just us? (A smaller number of tombstones.) ...me? (Just one tombstone.)

(For the rest of the comic, the lone tombstone stands in the center, slowly becoming smaller and smaller until it eventually disappears.) If it does, would it be my fault? Will I be fighting this for the rest of my life? Will it always be this hard? Will I be strong enough? (Silence.) I guess I'll find out, won't I? 
Pg. 25
Foresight
The comic text meanders slowly down the page, noting the geography and picture as it goes.

"Foresight is living on the third floor... of a flat... that's on a slight hill to the... steepest..." (flight one of stairs) "...deepest..." (flight two of stairs) "...hasn't had a working elevator in years subway station..." (flight THREE of stairs) "...with a busted knee." (A person crawls out of a subway car with a whimpered "noooo," while the door closes behind them with a cheerful 'ding!')

Pg. 26
Priorities
Rogan slouches, typing at a computer. Mac sticks his head in, then comes to put his arm around Rogan.

Mac: Rooogaann.

Rogan: *doesn't look up* Hoooomework.

Mac: *sad* Rogan?

Rogan: *doesn't look up* Homework.

Mac: *annoyed* Ro! Gan!

Rogan: *equally annoyed* Home! Work!

Mac stands back sulking for a moment, while Rogan continues typing, oblivious. Then Mac gets an idea. He smiles, puts a hand down Rogan's front off-panel and purrs, "Roooogan."

Rogan jumps. "EEK!"

A panel shows the computer screen, which reads: "Dr. Levitz: I got married yesterday and your homework is less important. So I didn't finish. --Rogan"

Rogan and Mac cuddle in bed happily. The END! (And happy anniversary, Mac!) 
The Only Way To Win
Person A stands nervously. "I'm afraid of what'll happen if I come out."

Their friend says, "How can you know if you've never tried?"

Person A goes to their parents. The background is filled with lightning, while the parents loom large, ominous, and glowering.

Parents: You're WHAT?!

Person A returns to their friend, who says crossly, "Well, what'd you expect, hitting them with that?"

Person B looks put out. 
Pg. 27
Face Reality!
A chubby person sits, happily playing the flute. A skinny person sees them playing and approaches.

"Hey, that's really good!"

The flutist puts the flute down. "Aw, thank you! I hope to go pro."

"Pro? Like, give up your day job?"

The flutist nods, scooting the chair around to face the skinny listener.

The listener crosses their arms. "Hahaha! Good luck!"

"You don't sound very sincere," the flutist says.

"Please. Everyone and their dog wants to be a rock star."

"Who said I wanted to be a star?" The flutist asks, nettled.

The listener doesn't seem to hear. "Oh, to be young and naive! Kids these days, thinking they're just ENTITLED to success."

"ExCUSE me?"

The listener leans in close, forcing the flutist to draw away and hunch down to avoid getting whomped. "Boy, are you in for a rude awakening! Reality's gonna hit YOU like a hot brick, kid!"

The flutist straightens and gives the listener a prod with their flute. Realizing the invasion of personal space, the listener takes a step back.

"Thank you," the flutist says dryly. "Reality is, you don't know me. My goals, my history, my plans." They finger the flute. "I don't know why you're so invested in a stranger's failure, but you're NOT my voice of reason."

The flutist gets ready to play again. "Please go. I have a wedding to rehearse for."

The flutist takes up playing again. The listener rolls their eyes and goes, "Psh, child," and leaves, but the flutist doesn't notice. They're too busy practicing.

Pg. 28
Meat Anniversary
Mac stands with a look of joy. "Ohmygosh ohmygosh Rogan!"

Rogan doesn't look up from his grocery shopping."Ohmygosh ohmygosh what?"

"We have four dollars extra for food!"

Rogan's still unimpressed. "So?"

"Our anniversary is coming up..." Mac coaxes, and Rogan stands up straight.

"Ohmygosh! You mean..."

"Yes!" Mac cries. "We can buy... A HAM!"

They pay tribute to a giant magical ham steak with looks of divine rapture.

"Ohmygosh ohmygosh Rogan!"

"Ohmygosh ohmygosh Patrick!" 
Envy
"AUGH!"

Mac looks up. Rogan is clutching his head. "What's wrong?"

"Our friends just bought a house!" Rogan shrieks, shaking his fists at the sky. "They have a new house and nice jobs, and look at me!"

He clings to Mac's chest and boo-hoos, "I'm living in an attic closet with nails in the ceiling and food stamps and no job and I suuuuuck!"

Mac pats his husband dutifully. "Hon, they're getting divorced."

Rogan looks up. "Really? Oh no..."

He's silent a moment, then gives Mac a tight hug. "We're really lucky, aren't we?"

Mac hugs him back. "Yeah, we are."

Leather Anniversary
Mac and Rogan look at the computer screen.

"Okay," Rogan says, "third anniversary's the leather anniversary, says Wiki."

Until now, Mac's been looking bored, but now he walks his fingers down Rogan's shoulder with his best lecher grin. The sight of Rogan's expression has him hiding his face in Rogan's shoulder and giggling.

"Dork," Rogan says, but he's smiling. 
Pg. 29
Douchey Unicorns
I dreamed in a land of unicorns. (A happy sparkly unicorn, trailing rainbows, stars, and hearts.)

No, not that kind. THIS kind. (An arrow points to a shaggy, disheveled unicorn with flies buzzing around its head and stink waves rising from its hide. It declares, "BRAAAP! We don't care for you filthy hyoo-mons round here.")

They bullied small children. (Two unicorns corner a small child. "Whassamatter, hyoo-mon?" One sneers. The other says, "You gonna cry, hyoo-mon? Cry to your tree-killing mommy?")

Assaulted pensioners. (A unicorn head-butts an old woman with a cane out of the panel, shrieking, "Give us back our glens, hyoo-mon!")

Yup, they were nasty. (A unicorn stands at the tombstone of Anne Frank, declaring, "I laugh at your pain, hyoo-mon! HA! HA! HA!") But the worst part?

SOMEONE would love them. (A dancing human approaches a unicorn, declaring, "I love you, eco-corn!" The unicorn replies, "Die in a fire.") Because they're unicorns. 
Common Interests
Mac and Rogan are watching movies.

First: 'Dirty Dancing.' Mac stares with rapture, hands clasped, head surrounded by little hearts. Rogan crosses his arms and demands to know, "The hell is this shit?"

Next: Cocteau's 'La Belle et la Bete.' Mac rests his head in one hand and mutters, "Borrring." Rogan is smiling with two thumbs up. "Brilliant!"

Then: 'The Care Bears Movie.' Mac's face is entranced, eyes replaced with hearts. He puts an arm around Rogan and says, "This is the greatest, GAYEST thing I have ever seen." Rogan stares at him and goes, "DUDE."

Now: 'Spirited Away.' Mac rests his head on Rogan's shoulder and stares boggled at the screen. "What? WHAT?" Rogan is beaming and declaring, "Genius!"

Finally: 'the Princess Bride.' Both men are grinning. "Yeeee!" "Woo!"

Oh well. One of five ain't bad. 
Pg. 30
Things I Am Scared Over
Abject poverty. (Wee LB in their closet.)

Forever. (Old LB in their closet.)

Losing my mind. (again) (LB stands on a bridge, staring down into the river passing by underneath.)

Never getting it back. (LB in a straitjacket in a padded room.)

Christmas. (And Thanksgiving. And birthday.) (LB sits miserably in a corner, next to a sock nailed to the wall and the saddest, scrawniest excuse for a Christmas tree since the Charlie Brown Christmas special. A bottle slips from their hand.)

NOT the election. Seriously. I voted. Leave me alone. (LB cups hands over ears and shrieks, "AUGH!") 
Things That Hurt My Knee
Standing for long periods. (LB is on the subway, wincing, one foot off the ground. "Ow.")

Walking for long periods. (LB limps on, more pain on their face. "Ow!)

Voting. (LB lies whimpering at the ends of a long, long line of people waiting to vote. The person in front of them looks back at them curiously.)

Things I Miss About New Zealand
Simpler foods, and not just for the rich. (A jar of peanut butter, which only contains peanuts, sugar, and salt.)

Kilo bricks of Edam. (A big block of cheese with a heavenly glow.)

Dangerous playgrounds. (A person zips by on a rope swing, grinning with excitement.)

The views. (A vista of mountains, water, and birds winging towards the sun.)

Free museums and art space. (A person with a moustache and patched clothes sculpts at a table.)

The sense of humor. (A church and a sex toy shop are across the street from each other. The sex toy shop has a little sign declaring, "Sin!" While the church has a banner reading, "Confess your sins!")

Pg. 31
Manliness
I'm not very masculine. (Arrows point to froofy hair, hips of power, hands that don't touch balls for sports, lack of muscle, and 'girly' circular tattoos on shoulders.)

So how do I feel manly? (Muscle flex!) ACTION!

Lighting campfires! (Toasting a marshmallow by the cheerful blaze.)

Wearing plaid!

DIY home repair! (Staple-gunning up insulation like a genius of manliness.)

All at the same time! While listening to Springsteen! (Plaid shirts, staple-guns, insulation, whlie singing 'I'm On Fire,' with a campfire in the background and an arrow pointing to it saying 'okay, not really.)

Sure, it's silly... (Dancing around with a wrench, singing "Don't let 'em take me to the cadillac ranch!") ...but why should I take it seriously? (An overmuscled, cigar-chomping guy with priapism, wielding a beer bottle. He goes, "RARR! Sex, murder, and FOOTBALL!")

The rules change constantly. (A duke with ruffled collar, poofy doublet, and a monocle.)

And so many are left out. (A line-up of men who are denounced as too artsy, too shy, too emotional, too skinny, too short, too gay.)

It's like some silly club. (A building labeled 'Chez Manly' with a velvet rope blocking off the door. Signs on the building read, 'no feelings' and 'free beer'.) A very exclusive one.

I'd rather it be open to everyone. (The club's signs are now down, and the doors are open; people are dancing inside.) Fun, not rigid. 
Pg. 32
Hello, Friend!
LB is approached by a friend, who waves. LB waves back. The friend smiles and waves harder, so LB waves harder and smiles back. This only spurs a wave/smile arms race until both are waving their arms and grinning like seeing a long-lost partner return from a long trip to Mars. The comic ends with the words, "Friendship is ridiculous and adulthood is for chumps." 
Heaven
Mac and Rogan lie in bed. Mac says, "G'night, boo," and falls asleep instantly. Rogan lies in bed, stewing in worry, fretting about money, work, health--

Sometime during the night, Rogan looks up and watches Mac sleeping peacefully. He relaxes. He smiles and gives Mac a squeeze. Then he finally falls asleep.

Pg. 33
Holidays
Before coming out: a family sitting around a table, laughing and touching each other. Everyone's grinning.

After coming out: tense silence. The family keeps their hands to themselves. Expressions range from uncomfortable to angry.

Now: only one person sits at the table, head in their arms.

Dream Big
One day, I will rent my own apartment. (A pretty little apartment, with our name on the plate.) My room will be square.

I won't need food stamps. (Rogan and Mac worshipping a meat product, crying, "omigod omigod ham")

I won't need anti-despair pills. (A picture of a pill bottle.) And if I do, I won't feel bad.

Holidays won't suck anymore. (All the system clustered around a table, chatting nd hugging and generally being happy.)

And I will buy used books and used clothes with impunity. (Sitting reading a book, with arrows pointing to clothes with the word 'fit')

Staying alive will be routine, not an accomplishment. (A "No Accidents for X Days" sign, with the X being 'Ever!')

I won't ever have to choose between money or mental health. (Frantically balancing a brain and a money sign, with a look of strangled anxiety.) And pray it was right.

One day, I will have all of those wonderful things. (A sun and a rainbow, over the little apartment.)

Until then, I'll dream. (LB pops a pill.) And take my anti-despair pills. 
Pg. 34
To Starve
Since time immemorial, people have starved for spirituality. (The Buddha sits in meditation.)

Sometimes to accompany a rite of passage. (An old person pats a young person on the back, saying, "You are now an adult!" "Yay!" Cheers the unseen audience.)

Sometimes to mourn a historical tragedy. (Rows of gravestones.)

Sometimes to protest. (A person turns away an offering of food.)

To starve was to be free. (A ghostly person drifts up, leaving behind food, drink, money, and television.) Of worldly distractions, of desire...

(The ghostly person drifts on, leaving behind a broken heart.) ...of pain.

I hoped to be clean of desire, and thus pain as well. (LB sits smiling in the crawl space, declaring, "I am king of infinite space!")

When I didn't eat, I felt less like a fallible human... (droopy, sad LB)

...and more like an unstoppable machine. (A robot with wheels, one eye, and two flexible tubing arms stands in the panel.)

I didn't need rest, food, or love. (The robot zips by a hamburger, a soda can, and a heart.) I didn't need anything.

(The robo stands surrounded by pulsing waves of shade, digital pupil fully dilated, a little heart showing on its chest panel) I would become euphoric, my mind's response to constant starvation.

Hunger and stomach cramps were just worldly distractions, requiring further training. (The robot looks with bemusement at its stomach, from which a gurgle is emanating. Its chest panel shows a question mark.)

Eventually, they would stop. (The robot stands, hands on hips, obviously pleased at the end of the peculiar noises. Its chest panel has a check mark.) And I would know they were meaningless, unimportant.

I was stronger than desire! (The robot does a happy dance; its chest panel shows a flexed bicep.) Stronger than flesh!

Except really, I wasn't. (The robot falls over with a crash and a shriek of, "ERROR!") I wasn't an unstoppable machine. 
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I was a person. (The robot turns back into LB, who mumbles with confusion, "fatal... error?") And I was very, very sick.

Trying to starve away a lot of pain. (A broken heart slams down point-first onto LB, who screams, "No! Go away! You don't exist!")

(Blood starts to trickle from where the heart gouges into LB's back. LB tries to crawl away, screaming, "You're not real! You're a distraction! I'M BETTER THAN YOU!")

(LB stops resisting and hides face in arms. "Why won't you go away?" They ask in a small voice.)

Without worldly distractions, that was all that was left. (LB curls into a fetal position and sobs.) 
Anorexia Books
A woman comes up. "Let me tell you about my eating disorder!"

She balances a carrot in one hand, and a drink in the other. "I will tell you my exact diet, so you can follow in my footsteps."

She glares andd points accusingly at a sandwich, over which a skull hovers. "Didn't know the caloric content of a PB&J? You WILL!"

"I will keep you informed of my weight and exercise!" She says as she jogs past. "Constantly!"

She falls to her knees and shakes her fists at the sky, saying, "And tell of my years of torture as my life falls apart!"

She stands up and puts her hands on her hips. "Yup, you'll learn everything you need to know about eating disorders."

LB comes up. "How do you beat them?"

"Oh! Uh..." She thinks for a moment, then spreads her hands. "Love yourself and looks don't matter?"

"WHAT?" LB cries. "What about the nausea? Stomach cramps? Anxiety?"

The woman just holds up a new book. "Tune in for my next book, 'Aren't You Glad You're Not Bipolar'!"

LB storms off, grumbling, "Fuck it, I'll figure it out myself." 
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Entitlement
The TRUE destroyer of our nation: POOR PEOPLE! [A picture of a little blobby person clutching the globe and sinking their teeth into it, shouting, “MINE!”]
Rogan appeals to Uncle Sam, covered in patches and scrapes.  Uncle Sam crosses his arms and goes, “Hmmm… no, no, no disability for you.  Nope.  You haven’t worked nearly hard enough for it!” Rogan replies, “I was in school!”
Uncle Sam turns away and scoffs, “You aren’t nearly poor enough.”
“I’m living in a CLOSET!” Rogan protests.
Uncle Sam turns his back. “Get a job, freeloader.”
“I HAD one!  Then I got SICK!  I need YOUR help to get better!” Rogan shouts, shaking his fist. “NOW STOP BELITTLING ME AND HELP ME!”
Uncle Sam lets his arms fall and rolls his eyes with a sigh. “Fiiiiiiine...” while Rogan glowers and fumes.
Uncle Sam digs into his wallet. “You kids are so entitled,” he says.
“I know!” Rogan said. “Needing shelter!  The nerve of me!”
Text box: And that’s how I destroyed the US economy on $300 a month.  Mwahaha.
Things I Am Thankful For
1. Loved ones. [Rogan being hugged by all his system members.]
2. Shelter. [The triangular crawlspace, with the mattress inside it.]
3. Health insurance. [The doctor looks over LB’s knee and says, “Yeah, looks like torn cartilage.” LB, with their knee bandaged, says, “Shit.”]
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How to Apologize
1. Be sincere. (One person rolls their eyes and spreads their hands, declaring, "Jeez, all right, I'm sorry." The subject of their apology has arms crossed and looks annoyed.)

2. Show understanding of what you did wrong. (The person smirks and points, saying, "Even though you overreacted." The other person has hands on hips and looks increasingly disgusted.)

3. Improve behavior so it doesn't happen again. (Apologizing jerk looks smug and says, "No, why don't you--" "Goodbye!" says the other, and leaves.)
Envy II
Someone approaches Rogan and says, “I wish I had your life.”
Rogan says, “Seriously?  Uh.  Why?”
The person replies, “I hate my job; you love yours!”
To which Rogan responds, “Find a new one!”
“I can’t!” The person snaps. “It’s not that easy!”
“And my life is?” Rogan answers.
“YOU DON’T GET IT!” The person shouts, waving their fist. “You’ve got a life of adventure, romance, limitless possibility!  I’m trapped in suffocating, meaningless existential hell!  Forever!” Rogan looks a little cowed and is getting crowded by all the speech bubbles.
“Why can’t you leave?” Rogan asks.
“BECAUSE I CAN’T, DAMMIT!” The person shouts.
Silence.  The person doesn’t look angry anymore; they look on the verge of tears.
Rogan finally says, “If it helps, I can’t do what you do either.  And I envy you for that.  And maybe that’s okay?”
But the person is already turning away. “Whatever,” they say.”
Rogan is left alone in his panel, looking uncomfortable. “God, I feel weirdly lucky,” he says.
Off-panel, the person shouts, “AARGH!”
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Poverty
What people think poverty is: people in patched clothes, but still happy and healthy, cheerfully dancing, declaring, "It's a hard-knock life!"

What poverty actually is: no childcare, dying/no car, bad food, poor health, no healthcare, no savings, crappy job/s (or none), and feelings as if it's all your fault, all while you say nervously, "God, I hope nothing goes wrong..."

How people react: "Get a job!" "Try harder!" "Stop wasting our taxes!" "Invest in the future!" "Just die already!" while the poor person looks even more harried. 
Marvelous Adventure
Sometimes, when life is hard, I pretend-- (LB claps hands over ears and howls, "I am having a MARVELOUS ADVENTURE!")

The Hero Vs. Depression! (Wielding a sword and shield with a happy face on it, LB hacks at a dark gooey monster that bellows, "Nobody loves you!")

The Quest for Housing! (LB waves arms triumphantly while sitting on mattress in crawl space.)

Escape from workaholism! (LB sprints past a monstrous octopus that shouts, "Come back! You NEED me!")

Triumph over unbeatable odds! (LB plants a happy face flag on a mountain labeled JOB, MONEY, FAMILY, MENTAL ILLNESS, ALL THAT BAD STUFF.)

Stories to tell other people's children! (Ancient LB with glasses and a cane sits on a chair and declares, "And that's how I invented DINOSAURS!" Two children stare rapt at their feet, going, "Oooooh!")

Most people never get such an experience. (An accountant punches up figures, sighing, "Unhappy,")

So I might as well enjoy the ride as best I can... (A roller coaster goes over a hill. The rider in the back is going, "oh god, oh god, I'm going to die--" while the rider in front holds up their arms and goes, "AAAAAIIIIE!")

...because one day, it'll be over. (LB walks away from the roller coaster to the exist, saying, "Phew.") 
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Expert
A woman in patched clothes clears her throat. “My personal experience is, poverty is hard,” she says calmly.
She stands patiently as a swarm of speech bubbles surround her: “Get a job!” “Tough love!” “You’re the problem!” “Cry more!” “Work harder!” “Starving kids in far-off lands!”
When everyone is done, the woman calmly washes her face, takes off her shirt.  Someone off-panel hands her a clean new one; she smiles and says, “Thank you.”
She redresses and combs her hair.  She now looks far more polished and presentable.
She says, “My research shows poverty is hard.”
The speech bubbles reappear: “I had no idea!” “GENIUS!” “I just thought it was whining.”
Stuff As In Speech
A person stands in the panel, smiling and spreading their arms. “I say I’m an anarchist for political reasons,” They say. “But that’s a lie.  Really, I’m in it for the free stuff!”
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Simple-Minded
I'm terrible at seeing the big complex picture. (A bunch of trees with the words, "Forest? What forest?")

This restricts my understanding of politics... (two politicans on their podiums, shouting and pointing accusingly at each other)

...philosophy... (two guys in togas shouting and pointing accusingly at each other)

...even mystery plots. (Man + knife + will, woman + gun + money, dog + poison + bone = ???)

I'm much better at making complexity simple. (The DSM --> a page of comics.) And I like that I can.

The world seems a vast, confusing place. (A globe covered in question marks.)

Breaking it into simple blocks comforts me. (Water + rock + sun + stars + fire + air = planet!)

It seems to help other people too. (A person reading our comics, going, "Hey! I get it now!")

I suppose there are worse skills than Life 101. (Nice, neat little boxes for Multi 101, Trans 101, Dissociation 101, Love 101, ED 101, and Kittens 101.)

How Art Works (sometimes)
Hour 1: Preparation [LB sits at their laptop, ready to type.]
Hour 2: Complication. [LB frowns at their laptop, face in their hands, obviously stumped.]
Hour 3: Frustration. [LB is still at their laptop, now waving their arms, shaking their fists, and apparently screaming.]
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I guess in some ways, I’m trying to test myself. [LB sitting at their desk, pencil in hand, glaring at a blank paper.]
Just how badly do I want to make art? [LB hangs up an enormous framed picture of a beautiful moonscape, with night sky, mountains, and a lake.]
What’s truly important to me? [The triangular crawlspace, with mattress on the floor and art on the tiny wall.]
Can I do it? [LB sweats nervously at a con with their zines and comics on the table.  Signs read “BUY MY STUFF!” and “oh god please I need shampoo.”]
Do I truly want to? [A frustrated LB throws their pencil across the panel; it bounces off the other side with a DOINK!]
It’s easy to rely on cliches… [One person declares “Follow your dreams!” while another states, “It’s called ‘work,’ not ‘fun.’]
...but the only way to know for sure is try. [LB works at their computer.]
And fail.  Or succeed. [LB’s patron looks at the computer dubiously and says, “That’s.  Uh.” LB seems to agree at the poor quality of their work, and says, “Yeah...”]
And try again. [LB goes back to work at their computer.]
Sneak is Friend to All Animals
Sneak sits crosslegged with a rat in zer arms, and anther perched on zer knee. Zie is smiling

One rat climbs on top of zer head; the other to zer shoulder. Sneak is clasping zer face in zer hands, beaming with delight.

Zie finally topples over backwards with an, "EEEEEE!" legs kicking in the air, the rest of zer falling out of the panel. Too much cuteness and happiness for one Sneak! 
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Art Work
Artists stereotypically hate criticism! [A curvy person stands protectively between a critic and their painting, saying, “My baby!”]
And sure, some ooold stuff I’m sensitive over… [A spiral-bound book entitled Sci-fi, as written by a 12 yr old, by Me]
...but usually, I’m like, [LB stands behind the critic, going, “Yes!  Yes!  Harder!” as the critic cheerfully gives critique to a painting.]
I love good critique. [Happy LB pumps their fists, going, “YAY!”]
Getting only compliments sucks. [LB sits at their desk, looking discontent, saying, “I know I’m not that good.]
[LB gets back to work, going, “Gee, hope this doesn’t cause blind spots...”]
In usual work, I take it way too seriously. [A boss with a file under their arm asks, “Ready for review?” A nervous LB says, “Sure,” but their smile is sickly and their thought bubble reads “oh god oh god”]
I don’t know why.  Art feels less hierarchical. [Tiny sketches of a boss standing over their worker, who prostrates themselves, and a commissioner and an artist standing together, on equal standing, holding hands and sharing their skills and desires with each other.]
I work directly with my commisher. [LB draws with a patron standing over their shoulder, saying, “Ninja girl on fire!” LB grins and goes, “Sure!”]
And I can pick and choose my work. [An anonymous figure stands making booby gestures, going, “Giant boobs!” “She’s twelve,” LB protests.  When the guy says, “So?” LB replies, “Bye.”]
I don’t feel trapped. [LB runs on a giant hamster wheel.]
Or at a boss’s mercy. [Nervous tiny LB sweats in the presence of a large, ominous dark figure.]
For me, art feels healthier. [LB sits at their desk with sketchbook and pencil.  On the wall behind them are a to-do list and a picture of a flower.]
Even with the poverty. [LB shakes their piggy-bank, looking dismayed.]
It’s so weird.  It seems to be the opposite for everyone else.
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Unstoppable Machine
The hardest part of all this is giving up being the unstoppable machine. [The robot from the Starvation comic stands proudly in the panel, pneumatic arms akimbo.]

Some of my behavior was clearly batshit insane... [the robot keels over in front of the door to its workplace and fumbles at the handle, blathering, "WORK WORK (bzzt) THERE IS NO SICK ONLY WORK (bzzt)"]

...but I was rewarded lavishly. [The robot dances as symbols of its success rain down around it--hearts, money, high grades, words like GOOD and STRONG and HARD-WORKING. An unseen audience praises it: "We're so proud of you!" "You're such a good role-model!"

I hoped that work would be my salvation, that it would make me free. [A rocket ship named Work blasts off from a dark, charred landscape. The robot's head is just visible through a porthole.]

It didn't, of course. [The good ship Work U-turns and nose-dives the ground, while inside, its occupant shrieks, "AIE!"]

Now I can't be the unstoppable machine anymore. [A charred black mess of wreckage.]

I'm a human. A BROKEN human. [Now LB stands disconsolately in the panel. All the hearts and money are gone, and the words now read FAILURE, LAZY, USELESS, BURDEN, NEEDY, ENTITLED, and WASTED. The unseen audience is silent, then asks with disappointment, "What happened?"]

It's hard to resist old habits. [A new rocketship, labeled the Work II. Inside, someone calls, "Come on! This time'll work!"]

Especially when I get social pressure. [The unseen masses call from off-panel, "Fiscal cliff!" "Mooch!" "American dream!" "Boostraps!" and "I worked in coal mines!" LB clambers for the Work II, demanding, "Lemme on! Lemme on!"]

But I know that until I learn moderation (also hard)... [LB stands in front of a car, labeled 'ten hours a week.' They wring their hands and whimper, "But-- but-- ROCKETS!"]

...I should abstain entirely. [In their tiny attic cubbyhole, LB hangs up a heat curtain made of three staples, a hair grip, and a sheet of plastic, muttering sadly, "Friggin' poverty."]

This is not very comforting. [LB curls on their bed in their cubby and bawls, "I DON'T DESERVE TO LIVE! BAWWW! ORPHANS could be using this closet!"]
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Trauma Bottle
Satan stands in a panel, with goatee, horns, and a spaded tail.  He doesn’t look particularly threatening; if anything, he has the air of someone awaiting a bus that’s running late.  He checks his watch, and then LB staggers into the panel.
“Ah!  My dear, sweet child!” Satan says with a smile.
LB merely keels over, forcing the devil to raise his arm lest he get taken down with them.
“Tsk.  This is why you shouldn’t be late,” he says with mild annoyance.  A bottle appears in his hand with a POINK!
“On your feet, please,” he says, snapping his fingers.  LB is pulled up into the panel, though they’re mostly hanging from Satan’s spell and their face is vacant and haggard. “Oh, good enough.”
Satan gestures and LB opens their mouth.  A dark gust, almost like smoke, comes out of their mouth.
“One moment, and… done!”
“...uh?” LB seems to snap back to themselves and gets to their feet, looking perplexed. “What just happened?”
“You just survived a major trauma,” the devil says. “It’s in my little bottle.” And indeed, the bottle now seems to have a swirling dark fog in it.
“And now it’s yours,” Satan says.
He hands the bottle out but LB doesn’t take it, holding their hands up defensively. “No way!  I don’t want it!  Nope!”
“It’s not a matter of ‘want,’” the devil cajoles. “You need this bottle.  Trust me.”
“No!” LB says, turning away.
LB turns their back and thrust their nose in the air with a “hmph.”
The Devil looks annoyed, then hurls the bottle at them. “THINK FAST!” he shouts.
“EEK!” LB catches it out of reflex, and the Devil bolts.
“Hey!  No!  Get back here!” LB shouts, but it’s too late; Satan’s gone, and now LB’s stuck with the trauma bottle.
They’re left standing in the panel, looking like someone who’s just been left with a baby. “Hoo boy,” they say, and in their hands, the bottle starts to crack.
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Nightmares
Last night I woke up screaming. [Rogan sits bolt upright in bed, screaming “MOM!” and waking up Mac.]
Family again.  Usual. [Mac reaches over to to comfort Rogan, who clings to the blankets and babbles, “Bro… he...”]
“Your bro’s okay,” Mac says, sitting up to pet Rogan.
“Sure?” Rogan asks.
“Sure,” Mac replies.
I get nightmares a lot. [Mac lies down again and Rogan curls into his arms. “Ssh.  Sleep,” Mac says.]
I just don’t remember them. [Rogan closes his eyes against Mac’s chest, while Mac says, “It’s okay.”]
I just remember Mac. [Fade to black, except for Mac’s speech bubble: “Everything’s okay now.  I promise.”]
Smile!
LB walks down a street, back to the viewer, when a random bald man with a moustache cries, "SMILE, gorgeous!"

LB leans forward, baring their pointy teeth with their best deranged-axe-murderer face. The guy pulls back, looking a little confused and disturbed.

LB walks on, a little stormcloud of annoyance over their head. The man stands with arms protectively crossed, shoulders hunched, looking away uncomfortably. 
Text Box: “Guys, don’t be this shitheel.  Don’t order nauseous homeless people to smile for you.  Or anyone else, either.”
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Failure
LB walks along, cheerfully humming "doo doo de doo."

Suddenly, a disembodied voice, speaking in giant bold capslock, declares, "HALT, PUNY MORTAL!"

LB jumps and looks around. "Eek! Who said that?"

"I DID! I AM HERE TO SAY YOUR LIFE'S FAILED!"

LB squints in confusion. "Say what?"

"FAILED! OVER! WAAAAASTED!"

LB puts their hands on their hips and looks annoyed. "Don't be absurd! I'm twenty-five! What do I know about 'over'?"

"YOU'VE FAILED EVERYTHING!"

LB shrugs with a self-deprecating smile. "Enh. You live, you learn."

"GIVE UP NOW, FOOL!"

LB adopts a mock studious pose, rubbing their chin with one hand. "Hmm... well, you seem a nice, reasonable sort..." They snap their fingers and grin. "...but no. I want to see how this turns out."

"FOOL! CHILD! YOU'LL REGRET THIS!" bellows the voice.

"Yeah, yeah, have a good one."

And LB saunters on, humming, leaving the voice behind as it snarls, "ARGHLE BARGHLE!"

Things I Took for Granted
Windows. [The triangular crawlspace, completely black inside, with two little cartoonish eyes peering out.]
Insulation. (And heat.) [Rolls of foamboard insulation, with the note “DIY style!”]
Pants. [LB stands reading on a bus, holding onto a handle.  Their pants have the note, “Day 6 of wearing.”]
Dishwashers. [LB washing their dishes by hand, sink full of suds.]
Cookies. [LB looks with longing at a bag of cookies, but a little speech bubble from their pocket shows a dollar sign Xed out.]
Standable ceilings. [LB sits up in their crawlspace and conks their head on the roof timber with an, “Ow!”]
Pg. 47
Pop-Pop
We never got to come out to our grandfather, Pop-Pop. [A drawing of an old man, mostly bald, with a kind smile.  A note emphases that this is NOT Grampa from All In The Family.  This is our other grandfather.]
He died of lung cancer while we were in college. [A pack of cigarettes.]
He painted landscapes, played the banjo, sailed yachts. [Picture of Pop-Pop playing music, with a painting of a sailboat on the ocean behind him.] Well.  Before we were born.
When older, he seemed withdrawn and sad. [Two people are talking and laughing together, but Pop-Pop stands far away, staring off in another direction, as though lost.] That’s how we remember him.
I wrote him a story when he was dying… but he was too sick to read when I finished. [A picture of a hand with an IV in it, hanging over the edge of a bed.  A little book is on the floor next to his hand, but he clearly can’t reach for it.]
His death wasn’t easy.  Dad came back from it looking warstruck, hollow. [Tiny blobby LB stands distraught in a doorway, while in the foreground our mom comforts our father, who is a dark figure with an aghast expression.  Neither of them are wearing the masks that they usually wear in our comics.]
I never knew Pop-Pop well… but he seemed to like our art. [Pop-Pop stands over us as we draw, smiling and gesturing as he talks.  LB looks delighted.]
When our family situation rotted, I pretended he knew us in death… that he was okay with us. [A tiny LB cries on their needs, while an angelic Pop-Pop up in the clouds calls down, “I love you!”]
It probably wasn’t true, but he was dead; who’d it harm? [Angel Pop-Pop stands on his cloud, looking happy and healthy.  Behind him, an angel yacht sails through the clouds.]
Last night, I dreamed he came to visit me as a ghost.  He looked so vital and happy. [Pop-Pop appears, grinning and waving and saying, “Hiya!”]
He gave me his blessing and art supplies.  I asked if I would see him again, and he said yes. [Pop-Pop, still smiling, proffers a big fancy box filled with pens, pencils, and paints, even though a note remarks that he never owned stuff like this.]
It was just a dream... but I woke immensely comforted, nevertheless. [LB wakes in bed, smiling.]
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The Point
Rogan and Falcon stand in a panel—and for once, Falcon appears as himself, rather than his coffin-in-a-hat cartoon. “What a lousy year,” Rogan says. “What’s the point of it all?”
“You tell me,” Falcon replies.
Rogan shrugs. “Dunno?  Art.  Love.  Joy.  A big kick in the ass to change before it kills me.”
Falcon smiles knowingly. “There you go.”
Invulnerable Pants
Finally, I own more than one pair of pants! [An ecstatic LB holds up a pair of Army fatigues like they’re the Arc of the Covenant.]
The paragon of utility! [A diagram of the pants, with notes pointing out the adjustable waist, pockets that can fit a water bottle and sketchbook, reinforced knees, and adjustable cuffs.]
I never realized how much I could appreciate a $6 pair of used pants. [LB hugs and snuggles their new pants.]
Zelda
Maddie, a girl with glasses, pointy hat, and scarf, is playing a video game while Sneak watches. Suddenly Sneak points. "Coconut blower!" zie cries in warning.

Maddie looks perplexed. "What?"

Boop bip, goes the game.

Sneak covers zer face, but is unable to look away from the drama unfolding. "Watch it! Fox!"

"That's a knight," Maddie says, looking pained.

"It's red with pointy ears. It's a fox."

Bip bip, goes the game.

Sneak flails and wails, "Look out for the ACCORDION!"

"That's a--" then Maddie cocks her head and goes, "oh my god. It IS an accordion."

Beep boop bip, agrees the game.

"You know, in newer games, they look like ooze," Maddie tells Sneak, who stares entranced into the distance, completely unaware. "More intimidating."

Bip boop.

Sneak smiles and points. "It took your shield."

"Damn!" Maddie mutters. "Freaking accordion!"

Her characters dies with a mournful biddle-boop.

Looking sulky, Maddie hands over the controller. "You need a manual so I can die with dignity. Here."

"My turn!" Sneak declares. "I'll hit the Money Grabbers for shield money."

Pg. 49
Anxiety
A person stands hunched in the panel, hands wringing. "I am consumed with fear that I have done something terribly wrong."

The person starts sweating and looking more alarmed, hands partially covering their face. "I don't know what it is, why it's wrong, or how to fix it."

The person hides behind their arms. "And that only makes it worse. Because it could be EVERYTHING." 
Food Stamps
LB triumphantly holds a gallon of milk and a loaf of bread. "Woo! I can now buy milk and bread (almost) whenever I want! LUXURY!"

A couple walk buy. One is holding a tote bag, presumably full of groceries. The other is holding a scrap of paper and looking at it in dismay. "Jeez, this food stamp challenge is HARD," he says. "How do they do it?" The woman agrees.

LB droops. "Aw." 
Do-Nothing Day
Rogan shakes his fists angrily. “I declare today to be DO-NOTHING DAY!  Taking it easy!”
He crosses his arms and scowls.
The next panel shows the planet Earth, surrounded by angry rays and the caption “And then the world exploded,” while Rogan screams, “AAH THIS IS SO HARD”
How-To
There is a book and a booklet entitled 'Bypassing Burglar Alarms' and 'Surviving Without Rent.' Sneak stares at a bookshelf with more oddly titled things, including 'This Way Out: Dropping Out' and 'Dumpster Diving.' Sneak flails with glee, surrounded by books, with the words "The Zine Library has the BEST Do-It-Yourself section."
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Anxiety II
What I say: "Hey, the next commish will be a few days late, sorry." [Nervous LB in panel.]

What my patron says: "Okay. Look forward to it!" [Gangly, bespectacled patron, looking cheerful and unconcerned.]

What my brain says: "ARGHLEBARGHLE!" [A huge throbbing, furious brain with a fanged frowny mouth, bulbous eyes, and tiny arms shaking its fists in the air.] 
So Much Money
LB is on the phone. "What's up, pal?" Their friend responds, "Job offer. Full-time technical artist, forty thousand dollars a year, forty hours a week--"

But LB's eyes have already gone big and shiny. Their thought bubbles become panels in their own right.

First: LB being showered with money and words like GOOD, STRONG, and HARD-WORKING. Unseen observers say, "We're so proud of you!" and "You're such a productive member of society!"

Second: LB in a big empty room. It is square, with no nails sticking out of the ceiling. It has windows, and insulation, and a rug. It is all for them.

Third: LB in a shiny new car of their very own, driving down the street, while a smiling sun beams down on them.

Fourth: LB doing work at their computer, beaming happily.

Next: LB is doing work at their computer again, but this time their shoulders are hunched, and they're developing that hollow-eyed, unhappy look again. On the desk is a bag of raw spinach and a bottle of pills.

Finally: LB is back at Crazytown Behavioral Care, sitting on their stool. "Hi, guys. I'm back." The unseen fellow members of the program respond, "Welcome back, LB."

The thought bubbles burst, leaving LB with their phone. Their eyes are still big and shiny, but now the expression is one of tearful, helpless wanting. Over the line, their friend asks, "So, what do you say?" 
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2012 In Review
January: LB sits in an armchair, eating raw spinach out of the bag and cheerfully declaring, "I don't have an eating disorder!"

February: LB is still in the armchair, eating raw spinach out of the bag, but this time their posture is slumped and they're looking away. This time they say, "I totally have an eating disorder. Oh well, I'll just eat more--"

March: A clock on the wall shows it to be 2 AM. Outside the window is darkness and the moon. LB is shoving food into their mouth and sobbing uncontrollably.

April: LB is starting to look hollow-eyed and harried. They're holding a phone to their ear. "Does it count as suicidal if you aren't going to do it?" They ask. The voice on the other end of the line responds, "DUDE."

May: LB is sitting at their desk, hands at the keyboard, eyes wide and vacant, shaking all over. Behind them is a huge thought bubble, obscuring everything else: "Gotta keep going must keep goinggoinggoing job is money money is food is good fine everything's fine must eat or I'll be sick again can't get sick gogogo finefinefine stay alive stay gogo--"

June: Nothing. The panel is blacked out.

July: LB sits huddled on a stool, looking nervous. "Hi, I'm LB." An unseen group replies, "Welcome, LB."

August: A bus drives down the street past a hospital sign. Underneath, there's a second sign: Behavioral Care. The bus's destination says Crazytown.

September: LB moves into their tiny, triangular closet and says with a sigh, "At least I can afford rent again..."

October: LB sits at a table, spoon in hand, squinting suspiciously at a pint of gelato. They poke it with their finger.

November: LB is slumped over the table, with a sandwich, apple, and carrot, hiding their face in their arms and sighing. From the background, someone is shouting.

December: LB stands with hands on hips and declares cheerfully, "I can eat semi-normally again! Obviously I am all better now and ready for the workforce again!"

Pg. 52
So Much Money II
Rogan walks to the mailbox with a storm cloud over his head, hoodie pulled up.
Inside the mailbox is a letter.  With a sigh of annoyance, Rogan opens it; his thought bubble shows a letter reading, “Dear leech, Due to reasons, we’re cutting your health insurance and food stamps!  Merry Christmas!  Uncle Sam.”
However, when he does open it, it reads, “You have been approved for welfare.  $300 a month!”
Rogan’s thought bubble shows him dancing jubilantly as money cascades from the sky around him.
Text Box: I celebrated by buying shampoo.  It was the best Christmas gift EVER.
Order
Vermeer lived in a time of strife, plague, and war. (Also a notable explosion.) [A scratchy explosion.]

But he painted scenes of calm domesticity. Maybe to escape the chaos. [Vermeer at his easel, painting a peaceful picture of an astronomer. A peaceful, though sad smile is on his face.]

In art, everything is order. [A mechanical pencil sweeps down the panel, leaving an arc behind it.] Every line is under my control, even the chaotic ones.]

In tight, clean lines, I find peace and calm. [The arc is a semi-circle now, and you can see the hand wielding the pencil.]

Like if I can control my art, I can control everything. [The circle is nearly complete, and you can see LB from the waist up, drawing it.]

And the world, with all its fear
and uncertainty
will
fade
away. [LB sits crosslegged, looking up at their circle.] 
Pg. 53
Childhood
I was born sixteen years old. [Yearbook photo of teenage Rogan, with his godawful Caesar haircut and a sullen look.  He’s avoiding looking at the camera.] A lot of people don’t get what that means.
“My” childhood is all borrowed memories. [A photo of a little girl in a sailor dress, holding a puppy.  Her eyes are censored out, and trees are in the background.] A little girl.  Some of them feel mine.  Most don’t.
Within a couple months of my formation, we met my rapist. [Photo of a teenaged LB vessel with an older boy in an Oxford shirt draped over her.  Darkness is in the background, a tree.  Both are smiling but their eyes are censored out.] My adolescence was a year of him.
By the time I hit eighteen, I felt I was an adult. [Graduation photo of the LB vessel in a graduation gown and motor board, holding their diploma.] I didn’t regret it.  Being a vulnerable kid sucked.
It’s weird having someone else’s childhood. [A strip of little photos, like those taken in a photo booth, showing context-less images—people smiling, a nose pressed against the lens, then a hand, one smiling person pressed against a frowning one.  All eyes are censored out.] You feel like a fake.  An imposter.  A thief, of memories, or celebrations.  Of love.
You wonder what your parents would have done, had they known of you. [Photo of our father and mother standing together in front of a window, smiling with a beaming little girl in their arms.  All eyes are censored out.] And you thank god they didn’t.  This way, at least, you were lovable once.
Things I Love About You
The comic is wordless, and all panels have black backgrounds and close-ups of Mac.  One shows his smile, his hair.  Another focuses on his mouth as he speaks, another on the lines around his eyes.  Another shows a close-up of his arm, kitchen burn scars on the side from when he accidentally brought his arm down on a pan.  Then his freckled shoulder, a bad tattoo of two hearts pierced by an arrow on his shoulder blade.  His mouth against Rogan’s ear, saying something.
Pg. 54
Body Heat
I used to always be cold. [Rogan stands at a bus stop surrounded by women in shorts and short sleeves, but he’s wearing pants, a leather jacket, and a hat.]
No matter the weather, I always felt a chill right here. [An arrow points to a leaf-shaped area between Rogan’s shoulder blades.]
When I felt really bad, the chill would grow, and I’d shake.  Definitely psychosomatic. (Also probably ED related; it got me through undergrad.) [Rogan sits shivering, wrapped in a blanket, while a window outside shows a blazing hot smiling sun and a high thermometer.]
When I met Mac, the first thing I noticed was his warmth. [Mac appears, smiling and waving. “Hi!”]
And not just in temperament. [Rogan, still bundled up, walks over and asks Mac, “Do you have a fever?” Mac, who’s wearing pants but his sleeves rolled up to the elbows, shrugs and says, “...no?” Rogan’s thought bubble reads, “I want to wear you like a blanket.”]
One day, he caught me during a bad shiver fit. [Mac stands at the foot of a bed; all of Rogan that can be seen is a quaking lump of blankets.  Mac asks, “Are you okay?” “FINE!” Rogan snarls. “Do you--” “NO!”]
Mac stands in the panel, looking concerned but uncertain what to do.  Then his expression morphs to one of annoyance.
Mac walks over to the bed, blanket over his arm. “Scoot,” he says.
Rogan, an undignified blanket lump, glowers out and shrieks, “AAAH WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!”
Mac dives in and tries to wrestle Rogan into the spare blanket.  Rogan flails like a hooked eel and shrieks, “HELP!  MURDER!  LARCENY!” Mac, who is much taller, grapples with him and says, “C’mere!  Stop squirming!”
After a fight that leaves Mac’s shirt partially unbuttoned and everyone’s hair ruffled, Mac somehow gets Rogan into the blanket and onto his lap, and an arm around him.  Mac’s smile is that of a harried sadistic babysitter. “Are you cold now?” he asks. “Mm?”
Rogan is blushing and looking away and might be enjoying this more than he wants to admit.  Finally he says, “...no?”
Mac pats him and says, “Good!”
Pg. 55
Memories
More wordless panels of moments in time, all focusing around hands—one running down someone’s back, brushing, gripping, gesturing, stroking.
Love You
Six panels showing Rogan saying “I love you” to Mac at various points in their relationship.
First: “I love you,” when they’re young and just getting together.  They’re sitting on the bed, and Rogan’s hugging himself, looking away, scared.  Mac looks floored.
Second: “Love you,” as they kiss.
Third: Rogan blushing and obviously on the verge of orgasm, babbling, “loveyouloveyouLOVEYOU--”
Fourth: Rogan and Mac in suits and ties with their new wedding bands, beaming at each other. “God, I fuckin’ love you!” Rogan says.
Fifth: Everything has gone wrong.  Rogan holds Mac as he cries, and says, “I love you...”
Sixth: Rogan and Mac in winter coats, with their arms around each other in the present day.  Rogan says “I love you!”
Miscellaneous Art
A drawing of an abandoned building with pieces coming off, a boarded up window, and a doorway with a wheatpasted poster of an enormous eye and a bearded man’s face.  The caption reads, “Cincinnati OH, 10/14/13)”
Pg. 56
Gaydar
A picture of Biff, though he’s unnamed—a tough guy in jeans and tank top, with a baseball cap, baseball bat over his shoulder, and a leather arm band.  He’s smoking.  His caption reads “Character A: Thug illusionist with Issues.  Closeted gay.”
A picture of Specialist Grey, also unnamed—a middle-aged man in a quasi-military double-breated suit and an ENORMOUS gun.  Caption: Character B: Men In Black workaholic gay.
A picture of unnamed Comboy Bob, a fat middle-aged East Indian man with glasses, a mustache, and playing video games.  Caption: Character C: Slacker hacker gamer.  Bi.
Mac looks incredulous. “And it took you HOW LONG to realize you’re gay?” He asks.
Rogan just hides his face in his hands and says “Leave me alone!”
Text Box: So let this be a lesson to you all:
Be more self-aware than me.
Vampires You Never See
Melvin, the IT guy. (A fat, annoyed vampire with glasses fumes as someone off-panel says, "Fix the copier! You do that, right?")

Charlotte, the D&D player. (A woman with pigtails and a baseball cap sits at her table with her dice. "I kill Brad," she says. When someone (presumably Brad) protests off-panel, "Hey!" she adds, "And I take his stuff," prompting another, "HEY!")

Larry, father of two. (A balding, harried-looking man with a goatee holds a baby in the crook of one arm and pins the phone to his ear, saying, "No, night shifts only. I can't--" while a sproingy-haired child tackles him crying, "Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!")

Pilar, paralympic athelete. (A woman on a racing wheelchair zooms by, thinking, "No crowds at 3 AM...")

Han, who acts/looks his age. (An old vampire with a cane and glasses shakes his fist and shouts, "GET OFF MY LAWN BEFORE I DEVOUR YOUR SOOOULS!" Off-panel, a child says plaintively, "We just want out ball...")

Rashid, who's asexual. (A vampire with a beard and a baseball hat pulls away from a shiny-eyed woman, saying, "No! No, I don't want to make you slave to my bite!" The woman looks up at him beseechingly and whimpers, "But--but--my kinks! You are them!")

Pg. 57
Happy Tuesday (dated 12/25/12)
First: wake up, hear neighbors. (LB stands at the window, nervously wringing their hands, while abusive shouting wafts from outside.)

Next: a present! (LB's roommate, a mantis-like girl with curly hair and glasses, hands them a new sketchbook. LB clasps their hands with heart-shaped eyes, obviously delighted.)

Then: exercise! (LB powerwalks by in a baseball cap and Green Lantern hoodie, huffing and puffing but happy.)

I B SERIUS WRITER. (LB sits at their computer with their baseball cap. Their face is comically serious as they flail at their keyboard, filling the panel with 'taka taka taka.')

Finished! (LB kicks back, tugs their hat down with triumph, and smirk.)

I B SERIUS ARTER. (LB has removed the cap and is drawing. The ridiculously serious expression is back.)

Done! (LB holds up their drawing jubilantly, obviously pleased with their work.)

LB kicks back at their desk, folds their arms behind their head and says, "What a great Tuesday!"

But then an unseen person says, "Aren't you forgetting? Today's--"

"I SAID, what a great TUESDAY," LB insists, not moving from their desk.

"Fine, be that way." 
Green Lantern of Boston
LB is walking down the street, wearing a Green Lantern hoodie, when a man cries, "Hey! I knew it! I knew the Green Lantern was real!"

With a comedically earnest expression, he asks, "If I were in trouble, would you swoop in and save me?"

LB strikes a cheesy heroic pose and declares, "Of course!"

They walk on past each other into their seperate lives. The man thinks, "Nice of 'em to play along." LB thinks, "Wow, first I break up a wife-beating, now this! I feel like a real hero."

Pg. 58
Introducing Self-Hate
A close-up on LB's hand, holding up their phone. The time is 2:12. "Oh no! I missed my appointment!"

A scribble monster in a cape appears, with the caption, "This looks like a job for... SELF-HATE!" Self-Hate declares, "Ta-da!"

Self-Hate descends on a sad LB. "You're a terrible person! You can't even keep an appointment! WHAT GOOD ARE YOU?"

LB looks more miserable. Self-Hate continues on, "I think I'm being totally fair when I say this symbolizes your use--your WORTH--as a person!"

LB hides their face in their hands and goes 'boo hoo hoo.' Grinning maniacally, Self-Hate declares, "Yes! Cry! Your tears taste like candy! Om nom nom! Overreact more! MORE! Haha!" A caption reads, "Another victory for... SELF-HATE!"

The next caption reads, "Tune in next week when Self-Hate contronts it's nemesis... COMMON SENSE!" A happy little brain, the mascot of Cracks of Sunshine, cheerfully declares, "You're full of LIES!" Self-Hate cowers away like a vampire faced with the sun, hissing. 
Free-Floating Anxiety
LB stands, cheerfully minding their own business and washing dishes, going 'doo-de-doo.'

Suddenly a spiky little puff with two googly eyes floats over. "Yo."

LB looks up. "Who're you?"

"I'm free-floating anxiety," says the puffball. "I'm here to wreck your serenity for my jollies. Say, didn't you LEAVE THE STOVE ON?"

LB is unperturbed. "Nope."

"What about your shrink? Didn't you BORE HIM TODAY?"

LB shrugs. "Enh. He'll live."

Looking a little desperate now, the puffball goes, "Doesn't the world seem like a terrible, threatening place?"

LB smiles. "Nah, I like it."

They continue washing dishes. The puffball looks mournful and perplexed.

"What happened, man? Self-hate said you were cool."

"Sorry, people change."

The puffball looks annoyed and turns away. "I'm going to give self-hate a piece of my mind!"

"You do that," LB says, and goes back to washing dishes. 
Pg. 59
Alter Ninja
When your existence is a secret, you get sneaky. [A black-clad ninja sneaks into the panel on tiptoe.]
Let no one close.  They might realize you’re there. [A little old lady lovingly pats the ninja on the head, who has a little heart over his head.] Tell no one.  If you do…
...they’ll leave. [The ninja is left alone, arms held out in entreaty to a vanishing cloud of dust.] Because they don’t want you.
You’re an imposter, a sham.  A faux human being. [The ninja holds up a smiling LB mask to their face.]
Maybe you’re smart of kind or fun or whatever. [The masked LB ninja holds out a little present.] But you’re still not real.
You lose a lot of people, when you openly exist. [The ninja stands tiny and insignificant in the panel, present abandoned at their feet.] It’s a sad, lonely time.
Scary Things
Scary: LB stands with a worried expression and a dark, forbidding background. The panel is taken up mostly with a gigantic thought bubble that is crammed with the word 'RAPE' over and over again, so many times that the words obliterate each other and turn into a giant black tangled mass.

Scarier: LB dissociates, a screaming ghost leaking out of their eye sockets while they stand, blank-faced.

Scariest: A boss stands with their arms crossed, a cranky look on their face. "You're fired," says the boss. LB claps their hands to their cheeks with a comically heartbroken expression and cries, "NOOOOO!" 
Pg. 60
Achievements of 2012
I made two comics and two mini-zines. (Pictures of the covers of all four.)

Wrote eighteen short stories. (A book, flipping through it's pages; the one visible page number says 75.)

Drew twenty-five commissions. (Tiny scribble doodles of various commissions--a cat pouncing on a tangelo, four fist-pumping guys, a boy holding an enormous fishbowl, a guy roaring with rage and tearing his shirt open, a wizard with two orbs in his hands, a woman in a hijab, a spiky engineer with a tail and a bottle, a guy posing triumphantly, a woman in a corset with daggers ad a crown, a guy wielding a gun, a pilot with his jumpsuit half undone.)

Doodles seventy-five Cracks of Sunshine strips. (Little doodled thumbnails of Leather Anniversary and Douchey Unicorns.)

MSTed fifteen chapters of '50 Shades of Grey.' (Christian Grey being chased off panel by a bear.)

Tabled at two conventions, paneled at one, made my sales goals at both. (LB at a podium, gesturing at a slide of lots of pulpy multiplicity book covers.)

Spent three months in PHP/IOP programs. (A cheerful smiling sun, watching over a bus driving by. The bus is labeled 'Crazytown.')

Lost one job, one home, and an undisclosed amount of money. (LB sitting sadly in their little closet, while a stormcloud rains on them.)

Did not die. (LB stands over a headstone, pointing triumphantly at it and shouting, "HA!")

Pg. 61: Cracks of Sunshine vol. 2: Self-Hate Loves You
Cover: The same gray background, white circle, and letters as the last chapter, only this time, instead of the brain, there’s Self-Hate, a scribbly little humanoid figure wearing a superhero cape and an unpleasant expression.
Pg. 62
Golems
I have always been fond of golems. (A little clay golem stands in the panel, poking the bandaged crack across its chest. It is squarely built, with two eyes and no other facial features.)

Like me, they were made in times of need. (A rabbi gestures and chants at the sky, which throws lightning down on the inanimate golem below.)

Made to survive all sorts of horror and calamity. (The golem walks through fire and rain, unnscathed.)

To work. (The golem builds a brick wall.)

They could pass for human. (The golem holds up a smiley mask to its face.)

But they weren't people. (The rabbi takes the mask away, pointing accusingly and scolding the golem, which looks confused and unhappy.)

Rabbis didn't love their golem children. (The golem reaches forward, but the rabbi turns away, obviously still angry.)

They killed them when they stopped being useful. (With one exclamation, the angry rabbi strikes the golem with lightning.)

I could empathize with that. (The rabbi turns away, arms crossed, still angry. The golem is rubble.)
Pg. 63
Rough and Tumble Kids
There are two people in the panel: one with dark gloves and a big ponytail (M.D., though never named), and a gangly, sloppy-haired guy with freckles (Raige, also unnamed). M.D. appears to be telling a joke, which ends with, "--So they locked me out for two days! HAHAHA!"

Raige only stands there, wringing his hands and looking horrified.

M.D. fusses with her hair and looks uncomfortable. "I said something horrible, didn't I?"

The boy only responds, "I want to hug away EVERYTHING."

Cut. Now the kid with the ponytail is telling a joke to Biff, the stocky bruiser in a baseball cap from the “Gaydar” strip.  The joke ends equally horribly, this time with, "--So they put traps in my bed!" Only this time, both M.D. and Biff laugh hard.

M.D. throws up her hands, still snickering. "Oh good, you get it, haha."

Biff waves the horribleness off, saying, "Heh heh, yeah, wait till you hear 'bout what happened to my dog...*"

* Footnote: You do not want to know what happened to the dog.

Golems II
Golems have no souls. (A golem rubs its chest, where there is a huge crack. It looks concerned.)

This is because they were made by men, not God. (The rabbi hammers rivets over the crack. The golem withstands this treatment with stoicism, though its eyes show that the process is uncomfortable.)

They were supposedly dumb, but could learn to read, write, decipher code, and fetch spirits. (The golem sits, reading a book, while a cheerful ghost looks over its shoulder.)

They were supposedly unfeeling but could emote and fall in love. (The golem looks at a woman with a basket with a look of heartfelt longing. The girl seems shy, but also interested.)

This always ended very badly for the golem. (The cranky rabbi storms in, waving his arms, while the golem hides the girl behind its back.)

For something that means so much, a soul seems to do little. (A close up of the cracks and the rivets.)
Pg. 64
Nightmares II
Nightmare: LB is on a fence, being threatened by large, blurry monsters.

Nightmare: LB's arm is infested with a worm, squiggling half in, half out of their elbow joint while they scream, "AAH OH GOD GET IT OUT GET IT OUT"

An awake (but very hollow-eyed, unhappy) LB sits at the breakfast table, hot mug of tea in hand. A housemate perkily asks, "So, how'd you sleep?" LB only glowers at her. 
Severe Emotional Issues
LB is at their disability psych evaluation. The shrink, with curly hair, glasses, and a worried expression, says, "I'm approving my part of your disability app--NOT for insanity, you're not insane, but for severe emotional issues."

LB hunches and says pleadingly, "Can't I just be insane?"

From their head comes a thought bubble, illustrating what LB thinks is the difference between the two. At the left is the person with 'severe emotional issues,' a blubbering terrified figure wailing, "WAAAAAH! MOMMY DIDN'T LOVE ME DADDY DIDN'T LOVE ME I CAN'T DEAL WITH ANYTHING HELP ME SAVE ME OH WOE IS ME BOO HOO HOO WAIL SOB!" At the right is the person who's 'insane'a cheerful figure in an unbuckled straitjacket dashing across the panel crying, "Wahahahaha! Moogle boogle doo!" Off-panel, someone shouts, "Get back here! You need to put on pants!"

Pg. 65
Anti-Despair Pills
These are my anti-despair pills. (An arrow pointing to a harmless little pill bottle, labeled 'mirtazepine.')

They keep me alive and improve my quality of life. (LB sits inside, crying and surrounded by scribbly haze, while outside it's sunny. Even the sun looks sad.)

I didn't want to take them for a long time. (LB squints suspiciously at the little pill-bottle, poking it with their finger as though it might explode.)

I thought it would be an admission of weakness. (A giant capsule with wings rises glowing into the air, and LB hurls themselves on their knees, throws up their arms, and cries, "OH SAVE ME MAGIC PILL!")

And I was more scared of the side effects than the illness. (LB shuffles around, glassy-eyed and drooling, mumbling, "braaaaaaiiinnnnnsssss....")

But the simple fact of the matter is, brains get sick, just like any other body part. (An anonymous figure, transparent to show lungs, heart, intestines, and brain.)

And like any sickness, sometimes they're chronic. Or lethal. (The figure is now in a coffin, hands crossed over their chest.)

It's tempting to believe I have total control of it. (LB swaggers past proudly, their brain smiling and on a leash.)

But I don't. So I take my pills, and I stay alive. (LB swallows a pill.)

Pg. 66
Abused Cuddlytoys
I found cute little stuffed animals marketed with cute little mental illnesses. (A little stuffed duck with a worried expression clinging to a pillow.) "Abused cuddlytoys need your help!" It read.

They came with cute little treatment plans. (A picture of a syringe.) So you could cure them.

One of them was multiple and-- (the rest of the panel is completely effaced with furious black scribbles) I don't want to talk about this anymore.

Abused Cuddlytoys II
LB flees from two dark figures in smiling white masks. "Welcome home, honey," they say. "We love you."

Now LB is being threatened by a huge shadowy monster.

The nightmares are over, and LB slouches at the table, clutching a mug of tea and looking grumpy and tired. Their housemate asks, "How did you sleep?" They don't respond, only thinking, "Fuckin' cuddlytoys." 
Worse Than Nightmares
LB is sleeping in their closet, when they're awoken by their phone ringing.

"Uh?" They look at their clock. 3:01 AM. "No. Nooo..."

They answer their phone, bleary and annoyed. "Do you have any idea what time it is? Urgh...."

Whoever is on the other end of the line says something. Whatever it is, it makes LB sit up straight and go from looking groggy to nervous. "What? Okay. Are you in a safe place? You're breaking up, I can't--okay. Now, swear to me--"

Back to slouching at the table, looking tired and clutching a mug of tea. The housemate asks, "So, how'd you sleep?"

With a wry smile, LB says, "Well, I didn't have nightmares..."

Pg. 67

Better Than Nightmares
LB wakes up and stretches with a luxurious yawn.

They grin and clutch the blanket. "Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!"

Back to the kitchen table with the mug of tea, but this time, LB is smiling and clear-eyed. When their housemate asks, "So, how'd you sleep?" They give two thumbs up.

Take Your Time
LB finds a box. On the side is a button and the words 'PUSH ME.' Curious, LB does so.

KA-SPROING! Out pops a perky little jack-in-the-box. "Hello!" it says. "I'm an unresolved issue! Would you like to deal with me now?"

LB ponders the matter. In their thought bubble, a little seesaw teeters.

They slump. "Sorry. Not today."

"That's okay," says the unresolved issue. "I'll be here when you're ready, okay?"

As it goes back into its box, LB asks, "You're not mad?"

"No. Time doesn't affect me, but it DOES affect you. Take your time."

The box clicks shut. Looking relieved and thoughtful, LB sits. The little thought bubble seesaw arrives again, but now it moves more gently.

Pg. 68
Scratch
LB's in group therapy. They're sitting with pencil and paper, looking bored; behind them is a gentle pulsing line. The moderator, unshown in the panel, says, "Okay everyone, let's draw how our faces feel."

LB freezes. The pulsing line suddenly flares, then jolts into a rapid jagged line as they attack the paper with the pencil. The background gets darker and darker, and the line sharper and sharper, as they draw so hard the pencil breaks.

"Everybody done? OK? Pencils down! Would anyone like to share what they drew? Lily? How about you?"

Perplexed, LB holds up their paper. On it is drawn a terrifying patchwork face with black holes for eyes and stitches across the mouth.

LB hasty shoves the paper away, looking creeped out. Unseen, Lily says, "Well, the face i9s sad because I feel sad."

"Good! LB? Do you want to share?"

LB scrunches down behind their desk. "No."

Pg. 69
A larger version of Scratch’s self-portrait.  It shows a patchwork face stitched together like a quilt, with squares of various textures and shades.  The mouth is a series of X stitches across a line, and it’s eyes and big black swirls, a counterpart to the white eyed monoliths of the art earlier.
Pg. 70
Scratch II
Rogan stands with Gigi and Sneak in front of a sign that reads “No Accidents for __ Days.” A card with the number “60” has been hung over the blank, and everyone looks pleased.  Rogan says, “Wow, we’re doing really well!  I think we’ve finally got a handle on things!”
Suddenly Scratch rears up, screaming its head off while lightning flashes and darkness fills the background.
Gigi reaches up to take down the “60” card with an air of resigned annoyance.  Rogan protests, “Oh, COME ON!  You’ve gotta be SHITTING ME!” Scratch looks confused and alarmed at everyone’s response.
Knee’s Revenge
Rogan is on the couch, knee braced up with folded pillows and an icepack. He has his fists clenched and appears to be howling.

Mac leans on the arm of the sofa. "How's the knee?" He asks.

"UuuuuuURRRRAAAAAAAGH!" Rogan responds.

Beneath is a caption: And that’s how we ended up canceling our birthday party YAAY! :D

Agent Radiator
Three panels, all the exact same picture of... a common rusty radiator, and the sounds it's making.

"hsssss--clink! hsssss--clink! hrkgrkglrkhk--clink? CLNK! CLANG! glrk! glk! hkhkhkhkhkCLANGCLANGCLANG!"

The noise stops, and the radiator puts up a thought bubble: "Ha! Nobody will ever susspect I'm a secret agent."

Pg. 71
Depression
For me, depression isn't a sadness... (LB, sitting at their desk, staring at a blank piece of paper)

...or a feeling... (LB is slouched now, head on one hand, but the paper remains blank)

...so much as a slow winding down. (LB slumps and rests their head on their arms with a sigh.)

Things that were once easy... (A little drawing, carefully hatched and delineated, of a man with a drink at a bar—Biff, though it’s not stated.)

...are now hard. (A little drawing of two stick figures. One says, "I suck!" Says the other, "Me too!")

And I don't enjoy it like I used to. (With a disgruntled look, LB crumples their piece of paper and tosses it away.)

The important thing for me is to keep going... (A little figure hikes up a mountain in the dark.)

Because I know that eventually... (The figure makes it to the top; the sun is rising now.)

...the sun will rise again. (The figure sets down their pack and sits to watch the sun.)

Pg. 72
Birthday Sushi
LB is with their friend, ordering takeout, a menu in their lap. "So what would you like to order?" the friend asks. "Our treat, yummy sushi."

LB grimaces. "Ohmygosh, this is so much money!" They think. "I can't justify over $10 for a meal!"

Close-up on their alarmed face, staring at the menu. "This is food for people who deserve nice things! I don't deserve nice things, and I shouldn't--")

Friend catches them at it. Pointing a finger at them, they say firmly, "I'm BUYING you DINNER."

LB hands over the menu and said nervously, "Udon and a California roll."

Friend smiles. "Good. Happy birthday." 
Power of the Mind
Sometimes, your greatest threat is inside you. (Tiny Gigi is surrounded on all side by an ominous smoky monster.)

But you're in luck. (Gigi looks scared, then determined.)

So is your greatest strength. (Gigi hurls herself at the monster with a, "RARR!" The monster looks quite startled at this turn of events.)

Pg. 73
Home is a Feeling
Home is graphite and ink (a wood pencil, a Rapidograph pen, a mechanical pencil)

on my hands (a left hand, smeared with graphite, holding a wooden pencil)

on paper. (a book lying open, filled with writing, a sketchbook, a piece of paper half-covered with writing, which the hand now draws on) 
Waste
I have traveled the world. (A map of the USA, with arrows going from Texas out to east coast, west coast, down through Mexico, to Hawaii, to other countries.)

Fallen in love. (Rogan and Mac in suits, hugging as they get married.)

Had adventures great... (a sunset scene on the ocean, with a tiny triumphant figure standing on a mountain top) ...and small. (LB in their tiny closet.)

I love what I do. (Rogan drawing with a board against his lap, brow furrowed in concentration. His thought bubble is a smooth, sinuous ribbon.)

Despite the challenges, I've had an exuberant, colorful, wondrous life. (A snapshot of the entire system, crammed together: Scratch, Falcon, Mac, Rogan, Miranda, Sneak, and Gigi.)

And yet, I still worry sometimes I'm wasting it. (Rogan sits bolt upright in bedand says, "Mac, what if I SHOULD be a full-time service rep with a coffee table and an HDTV?" Mac merely mumbles, "You hate TV. Shut up and go to bed."
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Chocolate For You
Mac goes to Rogan and holds up a chocolate bar, which is surrounded by a heavenly glow. "How about some delicious DARK CHOCOLATE?"

Rogan appears to be thinking it over, when Mac suddenly turns into... Self-Hate! "Don't be silly!" I says. "Chocolate isn't for YOU! Chocolate is for other people!"

Rogan looks depressed. Self-Hate wraps an arm around his shoulders and continues, "People with JOBS, proper HOMES, and the decency to kill themselves when they become a burden! Not like YOU."

Mac suddenly appears again, shoving Self-Hate aside. He has an envelope in his hand. "Special delivery!" He declares.

"Eh?" Self-Hate squints over Rogan's shoulder as he opens the envelope and reads the contained letter: 'Happy belated birthday! I hope you like chocolate!'

"What? No!" Self-Hate cries, but it's too late. With a smirk, Rogan bites into the chocolate with exaggerated gestures of enjoyment.

"This is NOT over," Self-Hate says.

"Nom nom, tastes like self-worth!" Rogan replies. 
Chocolate for You II
Rogan is mocking poor Self-Hate. While it sulks with its arms crossed, he holds up a slice of pizza and declares, "Hey! Hey look! I'ma eat this DELCIIOUS PIZZA!"

He bites in. "Mmm! That's good spite!"

"I WILL get you again," Self-Hate says.

"Until then, I'll spite you," Rogan replies with a smile. 
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Bad Advice
Rogan rubs his chin thoughtfully. "Hmmm. Should I have a brownie for dessert?"

Self-Hate replies with a smile, "You should kill yourself!"

Rogan continues, "What'm I going to do today? Commisssions? Writing? Cleaning?"

"Kill yourself! KILL YOURSELF!" Self-Hate says, pumping its fists encouragingly.

Rogan looks annoyed. "You give lousy advice."

Self-Hate is too busy flailing and cackling maniacally. "KILL YOURSELF KILL YOURSELF KILL KILL KILL AHAHAHAHAHA!"

So Lonely
Self-Hate is pontificating to Rogan, who is reading a book. "Listen to me! I am your voice of reason! I am your ruler! I am--"

Rogan turns a page, apparently completely uninterested. Self-Hate wilts and looks sad.

"I am... so aloooooone!" It wails.

"I can't imagine why," Rogan replies.

That Call
LB is sitting at a counter when their pocket suddenly vibrates: VRRT! VRRT!

The next panel shows a close-up of their hand, holding the vibrating phone. The screen reads "incoming call! THAT PERSON"

LB hides behind the counter, leaving the phone there, still vibrating.
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Healing Hurts
Rogan's in therapy, sitting cross-armed in his seat.

"So, when the trauma feelings hit, what does it feel like?"

The panels shift to primarily dark, with the figures in white. The hapless figure gets hit by lightning, menaced by a giant dark monster, thrown down a deep hole, and vomits.

Snap back to the therapy chair. "Rogan?"

"It hurts."

Tech Troubles
Sneak looks mournfully at zer laptop, whose screen is black, exept for a skull. "Tell me what you need, Wordpress!" Zie cries. "Speak to me! Tell me what you NEED!" The caption reads: "Sorry, folks. No funny here. Technological difficulties." 
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This strip is in shades of warm and cool gray.

First, a snowbank. A shovel appears above it: "SHF! SHF!" and the snowdrift is shifted, exposing a smiling Sneak.

Zoom out to show a couple houses and a car, completely buried in snow. The car is barely visible among the drifts.

Sneak, up to zer chest in snow, "SHF-SHF-SHF"s across the yard, wielding shovel above zer head. Zie makes zer way to a trashcan.

Zie shoves the heavy snow off the trashcan lid. ("FWUMPH!"

Zie carefully climbs on top, kneeling on the lid.

Zie leans forward, spreads zer arms.

"EEEEEEEE!"

FLUMPH! All that can be seen is a gleeful, Sneak-shaped snow angel, with huge blobs of snow spraying everywhere.

There’s also a random marginalia doodle of Rogan running and flailing his arms, screaming, “AAAAAH I’m a space filler AAAAH!”
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Brohug
Mac walks over to his sister-in-law and waves. "Hey, Miranda. What--"

"SSH!" Miranda hisses. "Rogan and Falcon are bonding!"

Zoom out, and it shows that Miranda is staring intently out at Rogan and Falcon, who're standing stiffly glowering at each other.

"I FEEL AFFECTION TOWARDS YOU!" Falcon intones.

"I AS WELL!" Rogan agrees.

They stand there. Miranda leans forward.

They stand there some more, looking uncomfortable. Miranda leans forward more.

Falcon and Rogan attempt a hug. It is the most painfully awkward thing ever, which is what happens when you try and hug without actually touching each other. Their faces are of someone handling toxic waste. Miranda throws up her arms in triumphs.

"You're a sadist," Mac says.

"YESSSSS!" Miranda replies. 
Memoirs
Rogan and Mac are in a comic book shop. Mac is checking out the XXX section, while Rogan's reading Ellen Forney's 'Marbles.' "Jeez, mental health memoirs," Rogan says. "I could never write one."

Mac turns to give Rogan a raised eyebrow. Rogan appears to think over what he just said.

"That's not the same!" He cries. "It's not about ME!"

Mac turns back to his porn. "Sure, hon."
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We Are So Tiny
I am a tiny speck of a human being. (LB, a tiny figure in their tiny room in the house, against the sky.)

on a tiny speck of a planet. (A teenty tiny Earth, surrounded by the blackness of space.)

In a tiny speck of a galaxy, one of many in our vast universe. (The Milky Way Galaxy.) Thank god. I don't think I could handle bigness.

How To Eat
1. Find out what food are less difficult to eat. Stock up on groceries accordingly. (Pictures of assorted edibles--couscous, macaroni and cheese, bread, carrots, bananas, avocados, squash, and meat.)

2. Never eat alone, without distractions. (A book lying open in front of a TV screen playing a monster movie.)

3. Insert food into head. No matter what. (LB sobs as they eat bread and read their book.)
Things I Won’t Discuss Here
1. My exercise and dietary habits. (A list of nutrition facts for a serving size of 'one comic strip.' All of the calories and daily values have been censored.)

2. My sex life. ("Hey Rogan!" Mac declares. "Let's [censor] the [censored]!" Rogan nods. "Let's!")

3. My family. (A vibrating phone. On the screen reads 'incoming call,' but the name is censored.)
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How to Deal with Repressed Emotions
The Sneak Way. (Sneak sits cross-legged, cheerfully waving at a nervous Scratch.)

The Gigi Way. (Gigi sprints full-tilt away from Scratch, who stands drooping sadly.)

The Rogan Way. (Rogan grabs a terrified, tearful Scratch by the throat and bellows, "YOU TELL ME WHAT I NEED TO KNOW OR SO HELP ME--" From off-panel, Miranda shouts, "Rogan!") 
Sad Sneak
Sneak sits, sniffing, in a tearful little ball of pigtails and overalls. Rogan crawls over, and zie looks up, eyes filled with tears. The caption reads, "Being alive is hard sometimes. And that's okay." Sneak hurls zerself into Rogan's arms.

Optimism
LB throws out their airms and declares with a smile, "Everything's going to be okay!" The panel is bright and sunny.

In the next panel, they look anxious and worried. Clenching their fists, they tell themselves, "Everything's going to be okay." The panel is filled with uncertain gray lines.

Finally, they're curled in a tiny ball, rocking, chanting over and over, "Everything's going to be okay everything's going to be okay, everything's going to be okay okay okay." The panel is almost entirely filled with their chanting, and the rest is deep black.
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6 Days With LB
Day 1. LB rubs their temples, looking perplexed. "Man, my brain itches. What does it MEAN?"

Day 2. LB is struck by mental lightning, calling back to 'Healing Hurts,' when Rogan was asked what trauma feelings felt like.

Day 3. LB buries their face into a pillow and sobs like a baby.

Day 4. Well, LB's stopped sobbing, but they're lurching around like a sedated zombie, completely exhausted.

Day 5. LB stands up straight and goes, "Hey! I feel pretty okay!"

Day 6. LB rubs their temples, looking perplexed. "I feel great, but man, my brain itches..." 
Self-Hate Loves/Hates You
Self-Hate is cheerfully, dispensing more invaluable advice. "You're useless. You're terrible. You should do everything I say. You should--"

"LOOK! MONKEYS!" LB shouts, and then bolts from the panel, leaving a bemused Self-Hate behind.

After a moment of surprise, Self-Hate looks horrified. "Wait!" It cries. "Where are you going? WHO WILL LOVE YOU?" 
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3 Kinds of Multiple
The first panel is “The Victim,” a sad woman holding her fists to the sky. She cries, “Oh, woe is me! If only someone would SAVE me! A shrink-looking-for-a-book deal kinda someone!”
The second panel is “The Manipulator,” an ambiguously gendered person with evil eyebrows and folded hands, saying, “I will make your life hell. No, no, YOU abused ME.”

The third panel is “The Axe-Murderer,” a dude in a hockey mask and with a bloody baseball bat over his shoulder. He says, “Yo, wassup?”

Underneath each panel are axes, charting what kind of multiple scores where on which scale. The points line up perfectly beneath the panels.

First, there’s the power scale. The Victim is at the powerless end; the Manipulator is in the middle; the Axe-Murderer is on the powerful end.

Second, there’s the gender scale. The Victim is squarely on the ‘female’ end; the Manipulator in the middle, the Axe-Murderer at the male end.

Third is the morality scale. The victim is good, the Manipulator in the middle, the Axe-Murderer evil.

Fourth is the harm scale. The victim is harmless, the Manipulator in the middle, the Axe-Murderer at the far harmful end.

At the bottom in larger text are the words, “Does this say more about multiples, or their societies’ ideas regarding them? (and you)”

Don’t You Want To Be…
A big smiling happy face gives two thumbs up in each panel. Only the captions and speech bubbles change.

What they say: "Don't you want to be HEALTHY?"

What I hear: "Don't you want to be NORMAL?"

What I infer: "Don't you want to be how I WISH I was?"
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Something Terrible
Sneak stands in the panel, looking anxious. "Something terrible has happened to us," zie says.

Zie flails around, obviously upset. "Something TERRIBLE has HAPPEND to us!"

Zie slumps and hides zer face in zer hands. In a broken voice, zie finishes, "And I'm not allowed to remember it."

Limits
I can take care of me. (A picture of a sandwich, apple, and carrot on a plate, next to a mug.)

I can do this comic. (The vessel leaning over an ungodly floral lap-desk from the fifth grade, drawing on the floor to save their neck, shoulders, and back.)

And I can do other art. Pick two. (A blobby friend holds out their hands to LB. "Can you help me?" They ask. "No. I'm sorry," LB replies sadly.) Nothing else. 
How Do You Feel?
LB stand in their panel, rubbing their hands together gleefully, a  manic smile on their face. "Great!  Everything's going to be just fine!  Marvelous adventure!"
Now they're staring up at the heavens with clenched fists, tears in their eyes, howling, "AUUGGH!  I'm covered in DESPAIR!"
They slump, look annoyed, and say, "I'm conflicted, okay?"
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How Our Memory SHOULD Work
1. I do something. (LB walks down a mountain road, humming, and completely ignoring a 'warning, rocks falling' sign.)
2. Bad thing happens. (Rocks fall on LB, who throws up their arms and shriek, "AIIIEE!")
3. I learn from it. (Covered with bandages, with arm in a sling, LB says, "Not going THERE again!")
How Our Memory DOES Work
1. I do something. (Same panel of LB walking down a mountain road, cheerfully ignoring the 'rocks fall' sign.)
2. ??? Bad? (Same panel, but it's now scribbled over and mostly occluded, so it's difficult to get the details of exactly what's happening.)
3. ??? (LB covered in bandages, arm in a sling, obviously completely disoriented. "I... wha?  Buh? What just happened?")
Windows
Rogan is talking to someone outside of the panel.

"What do you want out of life?" The stranger asked.

"Windows," Rogan replies cheerfully.

"What about wealth, fame, prestige?"

"WINDOWS," Rogan replies, with a look on his face as though describing his dream home in Hawaii.

"Seriously? You live in the richest country in the world, and you want..."

"Fuck you," Rogan says, crossing his arms. "Windows are obtainable." 
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Mental Health Day
The bandaged brain, logo for Cracks of Sunshine, flops listlessly. From off-panel, someone says, "C'mon, we need to do our writeathon."
"No," says the brain.
"Comics, then.  Let's ink old comics now."
Brain crosses its temporal lobe arms and says with annoyance," No!"
"At least do taxes and clean the house!"
"NO!" Screams the brain, throwing its little lobe hands in the air. "No, no, no NO!"
It flops on the floor, tears in its eyes, and sniffs.  It has apparently had enough.
As it wipes its eyes, the unseen interlocutor asks, "Okay.  What DO you feel up to doing?"
The brain curls up in LB's little closet room, sits in bed, and reads a book.  It still looks worn out, but at least it's smiling now.
Volunteer
Rogan poses dramatically in his panel and declares, "I've decided! I shall... VOLUNTEER!" The word 'volunteer' is written in curly font. Mac and Miranda stand back, obviously unimpressed.

With a long-suffering look, Mac holds up a hand warningly and asks, "Boo, are you sure that's a good idea?"

"It's a GREAT idea!" Rogan declares, marching off.

Miranda leaves with a sarcastic, "Call me if he explodes."

Three hours later, Rogan is shown hunched over a table, face buried in his arms in a pose of defeat. Mac pats his back soothingly.

"You can say 'I told you so,'" Rogan says.

"I'll refrain," Mac replies. 
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Long Long Time
September 6th, 2012: Disability claim filed. (Happy little blobby LB, holding up a stack of paperwork.)

May 11, 2013: Disability claim rejected; we "do not meet the medical requirements." (Drooping, disappointed blobby LB, holding a letter.)

Lawyer: "It'll probably take at least two appeals--about a year..."

Blobby LB: *silent, looking miserable, surrounded by dark gloomy swirls*

LB retreats to their dark little closet. They're a tiny figure surrounded by darkness.

They sit there. They bury their face in their knees. They sob.

Just Keep Running
LB sprints across the panel, sweating and panting, a worried look on their face. "How does everyone do this?" they think. "It feels crazy! But I can't fall behind, or..."

In the next panel, they are no longer sweating or panting. In fact, they have a huge, demented grin on their face. The thought bubble reads, "ZOMG this is amazing I can do this forever I feel great weee ahahahaha!"

"I'm sure nothing can possibly go wrong!" they think, as the panel zooms out and shows them hurtling towards the edge of a cliff.
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MECAF (Maine Comics Arts Festival)
Our friend Patrick’s car zooms down the street.  Sneak leans out the window, grinning and pigtails streaming behind zer, shouting, “CONNNN!”
How Are You?
LB sits at their con table, looking haggard and drained.  Off-panel, someone asks, “How are you doing?”
LB looks away, clasps their hands, seems to be trying to think of a way to politely but honestly answer.
In the final panel, LB straightens up and puts on their best effort at a smile.  It doesn’t look so good.
Self-Termination
Three panels, no images, only text.
Panel 1: I can’t self-terminate.
Panel 2: Blank.
Panel 3: Bummer.
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I Love You
Rogan holds up a letter. "I love you," it reads. His face is not happy.

Rogan finds a text message on his phone. "We love you." He looks defeated.

Rogan and Mac are cuddling. Rogan asks, "Would you mind not saying 'I love you,' to me anymore? Please?" 
Security Is An Illusion
This comic is another text-only one.
Panel 1: Why is this happening?
Panel 2: Did I just not TRY hard enough?
Panel 3: Will I ever have stability again?
Panel 4: I mean, I’ve heard that ‘security’ is an illusion that prevents us from enlightenment.
Panel 5: But…
Panel 6: I don’t care about ENLIGHTENMENT!  I just want stable housing for more than three months!
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Achievement
Self-Hate: *rubbing hands together eagerly* "What have you achieved?"

LB: *cheerful* "Well, I drew, wrote, took care of a cat--"

Self-Hate: *throwing up its little scribble arms in delight* "WRONG! You have achieved nothing! You hear me? NOTHING!"

LB: "Whatever." *walks away*

Self-Hate: *shouting after off-panel LB* "You just don't want to hear the truth! Your greatest achievement would be killing yourself! Think about it!"

Title: Self-Hate Loves You

Self-Hate stands being LB, rubbing its hands together evilly. "They don't love you."

LB crosses their arms. "Shut up."

Self-Hate's expression softens a little. It reaches out. "You can't make them love you."

LB covers their ears. "Shut UP."

Self-Hate looks sad. It lets its arms fall down to its sides, and it loses the sadistic grin. "Their actions aren't your responsibility."

"Sh--" LB swing around, looking confused. "Wait, what?"

Title: Self-Hate Loves You II

Close up on Self-Hate's face. For the first time, its expression shows regret, sadness, even a bit of gentleness. "You can't change them," it says. "Only they can change them. And they aren't willing or able to."

LB stares up at Self-Hate wonderingly. "...that's the most useful thing you've ever said."

They hug themselves and start to cry. "WHY DOES IT HURT SO MUCH?"

"It's what I do," Self-Hate says.
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Title: Self-Hate Loves You III-V

Self-Hate stands on an apocalptic cityscape, surrounded by rubble and destruction, holding up its arms triumphantly, cape waving in the wind. "I am a destroyer," the captions reads. "Of worlds, of people, of relationships."

"You chose to hear only the self-destructive parts, because it was easier." A cartoonish Self-Hate threatens a quailing little LB, going, "Mwahaha!" while LB goes, "Oh help!"

A second caption reads: "You could dismiss me."

Now Self-Hate is standing above LB again, as in the last strip. Its expression is sad, resigned. "But it's time to grow up now," it tells LB, who's turned away, hugging themself protectively. "You know what I'm after."

LB looks down. "I didn't realize it'd gotten that bad."

"Yes you did," Self-Hate says.

Tears streak down LB's cheeks. Self-Hate gives their head a sympathetic rub.

LB wipes their tears away and straightens up. "I guess I have to let go now, huh?"

Self-Hate smiles. "You've already begun."

LB looks confused. "No I haven't! I still feel suicidally bad!"

Self-Hate looks incredulous. "Duh. Have you SEEN your living space?"

It zooms away, with a, "Have fun fixing that!"

It leaves LB standing in the panel, looking less-than-thrilled about the prospect. They shake their fist after Self-Hate, shouting, "I liked you better as a full-time jerk!"
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Relapse
LB goes to the doctor, who tells them, “I’m sorry, but there’s no physical illness.  I think it’s mental.”
LB leaves the doctor, disappointed and disconsolate.
LB sits at the table, poking at a salad.  Self-Hate comes over.
“Hello again,” it says.  It’s not taunting or sadistic today.  It just looks saddened.
“Hey,” LB says. “I’ll never be rid of you, will I?”
“Eat your salad,” Self-Hate says.
Text Box: I did.  It tasted like cardboard.
Nightmares III
Rogan jolts upright in bed, panting, big circles under his eyes.

Mac rolls over in bed. "Mm...? Baby?"

Mac raises his face, and it's a skull crawling with maggots. "What's wrong?" he asks, putting a soothing arm around Rogan. "Another nightmare?"

Rogan looks up at him, tears in his eyes. "Yes," he whispers.
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Boston Bombings
The man from a previous strip is back, facing LB in their Green Lantern sweatshirt. "If I were in trouble, would you save me?" He asks.

LB strikes a confident pose. "Of course!"

The next panel is a photo from the Boston Marathon Bombings.

The final panel is LB curled in a ball, facing away, surrounded by darkness. "I wish I could," they say.

Title: Disability

Rogan gets a letter. Annoyed, with irated jags in the background, he reads, "On June 13, 2013, we made a decision, blah blah blah..."

His expression changes. "...you are eligible for SSI as of September 2012 based on disability."

He sits up, expression unreadable. "Oh my god," he says. "We made it." 
…
Text-only comic.
Panel 1: There’s so much I want to say.
Panel 2: Blank.
Panel 3: And none of it fits inside panels.
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The End/Epilogue
I started drawing these strips on October 27, 2012. (Picture of a calendar with many Xs and a skull on it.)

I finished on October 10, 2013. It is now March 31, 2014. (Picture of a calendar with a happy dog on it, and no Xs.)

So you must wonder... (big question mark) What happened?

Even with SSI, we still couldn't make rent. (Lots of dollar signs around a drawing of Massachusetts, with an arrow pointing to the east coast with the note, "Boston: 3rd priciest city in the US of A.")

Despite everything, we were still in the closet. (LB sitting in their closet, shaking their fists and looking furious, screaming.) Yipee.

LB faces an anonymous figure. "Isn't SSI $700?" they ask.

"Only if you're properly housed!" cheerfully replies the anonymous figure.

"But... WHY?"

The figure gives a double thumbs up. "To prevent fraud!"

LB stares at them.

"WOW."

"Get a job," the figure says, still beaming.

Footnote: The full explanation: they considered the closet proper housing, the rent of which was being paid by someone else. Ergo, I would not get full SSI until I paid full rent without assistance, even though the rent would be higher than the money I was getting. Yeah, figure that one out.
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So we took to the road. (LB in a bus to NYC. They shake their fist out the window, grinning and shouting, "FUCK YOU BOSTON!")

We collapsed after just three weeks... (LB with their backpack, lying facedown on the ground, muttering, "Right. Disabled.")

...but not before some good experiences. (Mac and Rogan cuddling in a hot tub. Mac says, "Iowa hot tubs. Who knew?" Rogan just snuggles in and goes, "Mmm...")

More importantly, we met up with some friends in Ohio. (Two curly-haired people, one with glasses and a "BAD DOG SIT" T-shirt, one with a pointy face.)

Their lease was up, and the rent was a third of Boston's. (Glowing picture of Ohio, surrounded by dollar signs, with an arrow pointing to the southeast corner and a label reading: "Cincy: magic land of cheap!")

It was a difficult choice... (LB screaming and shaking their fists in their closet.)

...but we asked... (LB on the phone, with a speech bubble containing a question mark.)

...they answered... (The two friends on their phone gives a thumbs-up; their speech bubble contains a question mark.)

...and we moved. (Glasses-wearing person and LB in a large car. They shake their fists out the window, grinning and shouting, "FUCK YOU BOSTON!") That was January 2014.

Footnote: Not pictured: our roommate getting sick on arrival, us getting sick partway through the move, and our OTHER roommate getting sick upon exposure to our plague-ridden selves. (Little doodles of LB and Glasses-wearing roommate shivering in bed with thermometers in their mouths, while Pointy Roommate shivers in a blanket with a hot pack on her head and muttering, "I hate you all." "We're SORRY!" Glasses Roommate says.) 
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Since then, we've just been... recovering. (A sunny window, with a bed in a frame under it. LB points at the blankets as they pat them, beaming. "ZOMG BED! ZOMG WINDOW!")

Getting used to having things. (LB runs around in circles in their nice quadrilateral room. The ceiling is far above their head. "ZOMG ZOMG WALLS ZOMG ZOMG SQUARE!")

Adjusting to safety. (see foot note) (LB shivering in terror. "Nothing bad's happened for a week! That must mean DISASTER soon! oh god oh god")

Scratch eided in March 2013. Its pain ended. (Scratch stands perplexed in the panel.)

Sneak is 21 now and has gotten into tarot. Zie now has tattoos. (Sneak sits crosslegged with cards in zer hands, ladder tattoos across zer biceps.)

Miranda has started fronting again. She has been organizing. (Miranda holds up a striped shirt on a hanger. "Ew," she says with a repulsed expression.)

Gigi is sixteen and broke up a beating last month. (Gigi pounding on the door with a fist, while curses emanate from the other side.)

Falcon is... Falcon. (Falcon, falconing in his panel.)

Mac is cooking and taking front again. (Mac wearing nothing but a frilly apron and oven mitts, holding up a vat of pasta and shouting, "Come and get it!")

Footnote: Seriously, you have no idea how terrifying security is after a period of prolonged duress. You feel like you're just saving up for a super-mega-uber crisis. For months on end.
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Rogan stands in the panel, in his cute blobby form. "And as for me..."

He snaps his fingers, and now he's drawn more realistically. He's gaunt, hollow eyed, haggard.

"I'm not sure if I'll ever be fully mended," he says, looking awkward. "I look pretty bad..."

He holds up a wooden crutch. "I still collapse about once a month, and no one knows why. I'm tired a lot. I still struggle. But you know what? THAT'S OKAY."

"Because I'm alive. I made these comics, and I stayed alive." (A picture of a gravestone, inscribed with the words "Here Lies Some Other Dude (probably Scratch).)

Many people helped us surivve 2012-2013. Including you, my readers. (A picture of a piggy bank with the words 'Feed the LB' on it.)

Now the entire system is standing, in more realistic guise: Mac, Miranda, Rogan, Sneak, Gigi, and Falcon. They are smiling and happy, and together, they say, "So, from all of us here, from the bottom of our hearts... THANK YOU!")

The End.
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For everyone who helped us during the Homeless Year.
Special thanks goes to:
the Boston Comics Roundtable
the Looking Glass
Laxton Abbey
Manboobz/We Hunted The Mammoth
the Arbor HRI Triangle Program
Mac Magruder
Megan Rupe
Madelyn Prager
KC Clearwater
Peter Hurley
Audrey DiFelice
Tracy Deagan
Ranjeev Benjamin
Cassie Dail
Ivy Foster
Snow Kelleher 
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Behind the Face [little pictures of the alter ninja wearing the smiling LB mask, and the transparent LB outline with all the little system member faces inside it]
We used the character of ‘LB’ as a narrative device to simplify things for a singlet audience and emotionally distance ourselves from a hellish situation.  Here is more about the people behind the face!
[Picture of Scratch, a patchwork doll with pins for hair.] SCRATCH was behind the scenes of most of this book.  Unable to speak, it communicated through its distinctive monochrome artwork, also in this book.  What was depicted as a (metaphorical) conversation with Self-Hate was in fact two months of waves of memory and emotions from Scratch.  It enjoyed quiet music.
[Picture of Mac leaning over the sofa talking to Rogan.] MAC was the poor schmuck stuck at front when the episode at the start of this book hit.  He held down our job before the episode, but his first brush with heavy-duty lunacy rattled him badly enough that he wouldn’t front solo again for more than a few seconds until 2014.  He enjoys cooking, working out, and 80s musicals.  Rogan’s husband.
[Picture of Rogan clenching his fists and declaring, “Windows.”] ROGAN made most of this book and held down the front almost single-handedly throughout the Homeless Year, while also managing depression, an eating disorder, and material from Scratch.  Our system tank, his ability to soldier on despite grueling stress served us very well.  He likes to draw, write, and watch B movies.
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[Picture of Sneak curled up in zer overalls with eyes full of tears.] SNEAK is our ray of sunshine, though zer ability to front was hampered by the depression.  Zie helped draw this book, and also handled our computer/tech things.  Zie likes puppies, glitter, and the scariest horror video games zie can find.
[Picture of Falcon looking stoic.] FALCON has been around since 2002; only Gigi is senior to him.  At the time of this book, he was incapacitated by depression and had been for years, but he still managed to talk us down off the bridge, call our shrink, and get us into care.  He’s doing better.  He likes film noir, and jazz.
[Picture of Gigi hurling herself at a giant dark monolith, going, “RARR!”] GIGI is our creepy little crisis fronter who specializes in physical danger and holding off episodes.  The events that started this book were beyond her abilities.  Dealing with Scratch made her grow up and deal with her feelings.  She likes vengeance, Falcon, and cucumber.
[Picture of Miranda looking sadistic and hissing, “YESSSS!”] MIRANDA is our system diplomat and record-keeper.  She fronted little during the course of this book, but she masterminded our dealings with Scratch and helped it be dealt with in a proper manner.  She likes meditation, psychology, and slash fanfiction.
[Picture of Self-Hate cheerfully explaining why suicide is great.] SELF-HATE was a fictional conceit of this book and (much like LB) does not actually exist as a person.  Thank goodness.
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An ad for All In The Family, which was at the time the newest of our work.  The image shows a picture of the Angel, a four-winged apparition with black liquid pouring from the neck of its hood, and a skull face barely visible in the shadows of its cloak.  Its eyes are just two white sparkles.  Behind it are gears on fire, flours, a noose, blood, and the words “Once upon a time… the End.”
Text: Want more?  Check out LB’s newest work, All In the Family, at http://etsy.com/shop/MadComics!
