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shadow self BY MADELINE SEWING

cute like she’s supposed to BY SAM HENDRIAN
the sad defensiveness of thank you =~ BY SAM HENDRIAN
normal gir] fall BY SAM HENDRIAN
redacted BY DIYA PAREKH
visceral fire BY SORREL BEYA FIVECOAT
59 windows BY MACKY YEATES
nothing comes alone BY DIYA PAREKH
simple math; frations BY SIENNA GALLUS
it's not you. it's [not] me. BY SIENNA GALLUS
why did i accept the cookies? BY SIENNA GALLUS
the ghost of somebody BY DARLENE NICOLE
seeing Stars BY MATILDA BRAY
who can unlove, once love is born? BY DARLENE NICOLE
homecoming BY ASHLING MEEHAN-FANNING
woman who eats BY ASHLING MEEHAN-FANNING

fit for survival BY ASHLING MEEHAN-FANNING



diary BY PENELOPE STEISS
dice in the dark BY MATILDA BRAY
hand me the scissors BY MACIE QUINN JONES
corridors of my mind BY EMILY ALEXANDRA
silver lining BY UMAMA
world of ours BY UMAMA
blind sight BY UMAMA
superpower (autodesk sketchbook) BY TAMIZH PONNI VP
dissonance of bodies BY KIRPASS
outgoing from champaign to bangor BY SAM DUBEY
a recurring dream of dirty myrtle BY SAM DUBEY
deciduous BY SAM DUBEY
longlegs BY TAMIZH PONNI VP
double dice BY MATILDA BRAY
in this church BY BUBLINKO
lazaret BY BUBLINKO
midnight sun BY BUBLINKO

death keeps my name in his mouth BY AVAYA MONET
the siren BY M. E. LEE
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flash (watercolor on paper)

s
1

the new “i” shop
where the devil lived

beasts of silver and irridescence

five simple $teps for a perfect

hookup, every time
garbage day
little dusk

the room and the mirror
§t. john on the moon (and these

dreams i used to have)

rosary
october light

flowers

BY TAMIZH PONNI VP
BY EMMA DIAZ PEASE
BY COLLETTE NIGHT

BY LILLIAN GLOVER

BY K.G. DELMARE

BY LIESL JOBSON
BY EMILY CLARA JARECKE
BY EMMA DIAZ PEASE

BY AMELIA POZNIAK

BY DAILEY WARD
BY DAILEY WARD

BY DAILEY WARD

the mercy program (oil on canvas) BY MADELEINE CARRINGTON

contortion (what am i?)

corpse bride
azucar moreno, yin

hollow bricks

BY ALISA FOMENKO
BY NICK FIFE
BY NICK FIFE

BY CALLA C. SMITH
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fragile but not broken BY CALLA C. SMITH
girls (oil on canvas) BY LILLY FLORES

the crest of mermaid in the dark By DYOPHENES OF RHODES
ocean alleyway

i wonder BY AYESHA ZEB (RESIDENT STAFF)

amber winds / tonightifind By SORREL BEYA FIVECOAT
comfort in an empty kitchen

luminara’s glow BY LOLA BENCE (RESIDENT STAFF)
silence BY ZAINA ALAM PIYA
i will not look at you BY BIANCA FERRARI
pomegranate BY RENEE CUNY
cyclical nature BY KLAUDIA DAVENPORT

time to say goodbye (or hello  BY xLAUDIA DAVENPORT
again?)
i’d rather not be here BY KLAUDIA DAVENPORT

intertwined (watercolor & BY LILLY FLORES
colored pencil on paper)
choose your weapon of becoming BY RITIKA BALI

girlhood BY EMERY FAERN AMBROSE
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vermin
the girl they kept calling mine
some light motivation

allusion to a ballad

what am i doing here
(mixed media collage)

BY CASSANDRA ARENCIBIA

BY KAREN ZHAO
BY BAILEY FLAHERTY
BY AMIA TAYLEN EVANS
(RESIDENT STAFF)
BY LILLY FLORES
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I avoid sunlight as one might avoid their math teacher after a
particularly dreadful exam. The result is about the same. One cannot
avoid their faults forever, and no one knows this better than I.

Even when I stay inside, the sun blazes through the window. I am caught
in it. [ screw my eyes shut on instinct, but I can feel it, hear its wrong
comments whenever my shadow springs into existence.

“It’s always going to be like this. We’ll make life harder for everyone,
you know that.”

And there it 1, unwelcome and uncomfortable. I allow its remark to sit
there for a while, trying not to take it to heart.

There 1s nothing I’d rather do than get out of my bed and lower the
blinds, so my shadow self will disappear, taking its foul attitude with it.
However, I can’t. The effort is too great. There is not enough strength
within me to fight against the shadows. So, all I do is pull the blanket
over my head. Trying to block out both the sun and the shadow, I stay
quite still and wait until the moon rises.

Throughout the hours, the shadow continues to bother me, despite my AR
inability to see it. I'm underneath a blanket—no sunlight reaches me— '
yet the taunts and unfortunate truths find me. I mull over how I burden
my loved ones. My mind runs in circles as I wonder why I can’t do
something about it. [ wonder why I’m unable to do better.

I can’t help but curse the sunlight which forced me to confront my
shadow. I’'m wholly unprepared. There is a reason—actually, there are
plenty of reasons—why I dare not leave my home. From the desire not

1o be seen, to the lack of energy, to the wish that my shadow may remain
2% hidden from all and everyone I know.
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I feel most comfortable—or rather, I feel least uncomfortable—because
I can’t remember the last time I actually felt comfortable or good, when
the sun has set. When there is only the moon to keep me company.

But even moonlight casts a shadow.

It manifests beside me as I sit and breathe. I close my eyes, reopening
them after a few moments pass. The shadow copies my movement. It
sits motionless, almost relaxed, but even then there’s some tension in the
shoulders.

Although its presence is still hard to bear, my shadow is more serene at
night. There is no one here but us and the moon, who never judges. She
allows me to exist as [ am.

My shadow looks healthier in the moonlight. It looks more like the way
I used to be before; it’s similar to the me which I dearly miss. Now, with
the moon forcing me to acknowledge my shadow as a part of me, |
realize my faults are human. My shadow 1s human, for I am human. It

has every right to exist alongside me.

I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to fully forgive it—or myself, I suppose
—but I vow to have more grace from now on. Life is not easy, and my
shadow self makes it inexplicably harder. However, that is simply the
way it 1s. It will always be there, whether the sun or the moon shine
upon it. It 1s in the back of my mind, always.

And if it’s my forever companion—a part of me but also a different
entity in itself—why shouldn’t I learn to treat it kindly, so we may live
on in what resembles harmony?
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Tank top. short shorts. Amazon shoes —
Something had to give —
Put no one looks down anyway.

Unless it's at, their phones.

She looks cute like she's supposed to.
Safe from obligatory gossip
If not inevitable judgment

From grandmas and conservative warriors.

Why isn't she smiling?
IWell. one can't be happy all the time
And often the most miserable people
Are those who smile 24 /7.

Sheisn't playing a part
Despite the obvious costume
Which some might call  uniform
Put uniqueness is the fastest route to loneliness.

All she wants is not, to want,.
An unintentional Puddhist monk
INhose concept of satisfaction
[s forgetting what satisfied means.

Tomorrow will be different
Albeit more of the same:
resh tank top. new short shorts. muddy shoes.
Why isn't she smiling?
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Half-hugged like cordial sl:rangers do _

Then sat down among the ghosts of first dates past, @
The middle school cologne on the college-faced suitor §
Distracting from his nervous compliments.

She leaned back and smiled

With the sad defensiveness of thank-you §
Knowing she'd have to see him 'Gil Ghe end #
But would rather not see him again.

Both had a checklist hey'd never dare share,
Each had reasons for not bringing a pen |
Hoping invisible ink was enough

To mark what was and wasn'G bhere

¢

She hadn'G said Grace since her last family dinner
Bub thanked God when Ghe food arrived $f
Expedibing escape |

By eabing more quickly than usual.

0f course he barely ate a hlbe
Asking questions he Ghought she'd like Go be asked §
While Ghe Frank Sinatra song on the speakers

Gave him just Ghe right amount of wrong cunﬂdence

Half-hugged like failed sparks do §
Then stood up among Ghe ghosts of first dates future, &g
The middle school delusion on Ghe college-faced suitor ¥
Distracting from his pending dlsappumbmenb (

The 8ac[ Defensivenéss V

OF Thank dou ty SaAtny/ |






Passed by \ictoria's Secret
On her way to the ice cream shop
INhich meant the ice cream shop

INas no longer an option.

While everyone got hyped for hot girl summer
She sat there pining for normal gir! fall
When she could eat, 3 sleeve of Oreos
Without staring in fear at the bathroom mirror.

She'd never fallen for “body positive”
Nor any euphemism for the physically disadvantaged
Understanding that being approved
Didn't equate to being celebrated.

Not that a slender silhouette
IWon any special favors from the sun.
Just another way to stand out
By not standing out at all.

Still there were standards and lanyards handed out,
To anyone who longed to belong anywhere
So the ice cream shop would have to wait,

At least, until the end of September.



redacted

a triptych by diya parekh
I, Zelda

She was a Southern girl, spun from heat and piano keys,
Montgomery light Caugf“nt in the curl of her laugh, already
too fast for the rooms she was born into.

She danced like a sentence that didn’t trust its period,
refused to settle into the grammar of “wife.”

Then Paris. Then parties. Then him.

They called it partnership,

but his voice arrived first in the sentence,
her words trailing after like a shadow
that had forgotten it was once attached.

She wrote herself into margins,

but margins are where other hands go to work.
Pretty. Erratic. Muse.

Wife.

Later, the body begins to misbehave:

clinics, diagnoses, the soft correction of brilliance
into something easier to file away.

She keeps insisting on other versions of herself,
but history is already smoothing her into legend:
a woman who happened around a man’s work.

And somewhere beneath the biography they approved,
she is still writing at speed,
trying to outrun the sentence
that keeps finishing her wrong.

.




redacted

a triptych by diya parekh
II; Rosalind

Cambridﬁ thén war air, then labofatories: rooms where light
behaved like a confession if you knew how to trap it long enough.
She held it until it fractured into instruction.

She made the invisible speak in structure:

A, C, G, T of shadow and scatter,

a ar of diffraction,
a language of X-ray bone and absence.
A helix not guessed, but seen.

They looked at her data the:'way people look at whether they plan to atttibute to someone else.
The image travelled:
The name did not.




redacted

a triptych by diya parekh
[, Emily

She wrote it in the upstairs room, wind-pushed, ink-stained,
Ellis Bell on the cover; a name that did not tremble in public,
a man’s grammar for a woman’s weather.

The manuscript travelled cleaner under disguise.
Publishers nodded at “him,”

at the firmness of tone, the absence of feminine hesitation.
The book grew teeth in circulation:

Heathgliff, Cathy, names like weather systems colliding
love that refuses civility, refuses correction, refuses ending,

Readers said it felt unnatural.
They meant: it did not behave.

She did not attend the praise.

She was elsewhere:

in-cold rooms,

in the quiet refusal to explain herself twice.

Later, they learned the truth.
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couldn't tell you southern moons or oil
torches as we drove through midnight
singing old seasons, not needing any thing
more. was the black cat crossing the street
our tether? do we grow with music like
plants? when was the last time we curved in
poem? would you take passion now or more
time? what plans have left you for sweeter
ones waiting? would you travel south to
catch stars on the side of the road like your
mama did over 30 years ago? she swam
with water moccasins and high tailed it over
state lines to see bon jovi and some called her
a sinner. she got whooped real good, but
mama was all tug of commas in buckling
breath. a natural born go-getter.

would you do it all again?
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Stmple Math;
tractions
by Sienna Gallus

My face is hot

Lnput search:
How to go to stats class when you’re paralyzed

Results:

Call 911 immediately. Sudden paralysis is an
emergency.

1 get up.
1 get up.

(bodies on the floor of our classrooms do not)



Nor those who couldnt outrun
the wreckage of war we fund

I have hdlf a mind to fake sickness foday.

And 1 should not scroll on Instagram today,

because the home page kicks off with a Kirk memorial, then shrapnel
lodged in the leg, the head, the heart of another Palestinian.

Next a dance trend,

an ad for a ‘Grow-your-booty” Pilates challenge,

then, back To mutilation, Then a bikini pic.

A Hollywood scanddl.

A video of Elon - nearly indiscernible as AL if he weren't forcing his
tongue down Dondld's throat

Then a selfie.

Then a selfie.

Then a selfie.

I'm going crazy.

I have hdlf a mind to disable my account,
and half a mind to start a livestream
and cry.

I'm not going fo class.

Skeletal people follow me back info my bed.

I dream of one medl a day - if that

flour and water.

And when I wake and I eaf, I am full and I am empty,

L remember:

‘Having an armed citizenry comes with a price, and that is part of
llberty.”

And there are parents curled info themselves

screaming Tonight.



Half a mind to buy Starbucks,
and disregard the casualties this chai latte sponsors.

T wonr't think of the faces torn from their skulls.

I won't think of the infants never given a chance to fouch their own
feet to the ground,
Before they are nothing but flesh

in a concretfe collapse.

I have half a mind to

click ‘don't show me posts like this again.”
I want fo turn my head,

want to go on and live.

But they are dead.

Question:
If you subtract the innocent and add some thoughts and prayers, what
do you get?

Answer:
| don’t know. | haven’t fulfilled my math requirement yet.

I have half a mind o place a bet on the names within the Epstein files.
1 have hdlf a mind fo buy up and preserve every contraceptive for miles.
I have half a mind to erase myself as lawmakers sought.

Half a mind to sink your kilionaire yacht:

Half a mind to be the next Aaron Bushnell

So I can get my mind of f my friends in a cel.

I have half a mind fo force you to see

the crimes of genocide they don't show on TV.

Half a mind fo tel you we can't agree to disagree

on who gefs to thrive on and profit from fascist liberties.

1 have
I have

a whole, stil-beating heart

and 1 have half a mind.



And I am reminded not o find any solace
because a man has died - (presidentially recognized)
A man who has rooted for,
hoped for,
orayed to his god for,
the death and dehumanization of
bilions.
And my face is hot,
and 1 have half a mind o stop trying.

And there is a fear in me
that to write this is To ask for my murder
- a plea
for my grief fo be met with a bullet -

This is the American way (af least, after we stole its land).
Violence dimed at conquering violence, ununited we stand.
Because freedom is granted or stolen by the hand of a
gunman,

but if T lay myself down, who will cry for them then?

Who will cry for the boy: his eyes sunken in.

Who will cry for the eighteen-hundred whose bodies were misplaced
and their records erased from within,

where they were held in custody for having brown skin.

And who wil fume and who wil unravel at the racist masses

that booed when a professor uttered his title,

while teachers risk their lives in their closses,

but shame on them for not teaching the Bible.

Politicians, do you tfoo mourn?
Because grave after grave, urn after urn,
we finance the obliteration of the lives yet fo be lived

I have half a mind to lose faith in it 4l
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Today, the cold will be unforgiving,

and you and I will know why.

Any sliver of skin exposed will be bitten by
frost,

the memory of sweet monogamy

lost.

[A lake house in Vermont: brother who does
hallucinogenics while his fiancee sleeps around,;
a feline without a name; sleeping on my side, my
pillow takes the shape of your shoulder every
night.

These are all forbidden topics.]

There we are happy
at the beach. Young, sandy love reproduced in
watercolor, hanging beside your bed. Poured so

much love into you: dried dried dried

_ dried dried

up.

You will have to ruin your walls to get rid of me.

[ will have to ruin myself.
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You called today to say you're moving out of E S:;;&
your apartment, ﬂ e -ﬁj
leaving a paint-stripped bedroom behind. 5&' 1

[ find it amusing —in a gut-wrenching sort of ! iﬁ‘.?‘é!'
way— that all that I'd created for you would not 5: H_?x‘"" -]

be removed easily. £ ‘t N ¥

To remove my love is to disfigure. .hﬁ ;

Off to find someone who can join in my rituals 4 ,ﬂ:ﬂ;ﬁ’-
of crying [unprompted|: running my fingers = -

7
through my hair in the shower and counting the é’ '

Clumps that [Concerningly] amass near the drain: y‘t‘ﬂgg: 27
: : B e
flooding the bathroom [on accident]: l_?.* k. 4
S'#:A " o
[ become a wet thing. Not a girl. & ':"-_::
B ah
i
A rotting apricot; !:‘#;-i -
I'm all mush and the world gets slimy with my &-i M 2

spoil. ?d ﬁ

You can find me sticking to the side of the }}- H" e
compost bin, ?ﬁ ﬁ Ay

waiting for someone to dump me, waiting to be ¥ @ =3
absorbed into the soil. :ﬁ 4 e

Hypothetical euphoria: being used again. e ;Hr
e M e
A ji ¢
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content, tailor, and measure ads, and pr
experience. By clicking accept, you agree tothi
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I’'m wondering about surveillance;
spyware

—How did my phone learn
That | feel different about us

now?

The posts generated “for you [me]’
are no longer about love —with you.
They’re about kissing girls.

You're asleep next to me.

Am | sick?

And | love the way you purse your lips when you're lost to the
nighttime. And | love how you learned Paramore for me on the
guitar. And | love your strong hands, your seafoam optics, the way
you rent out a studio apartment but never buy any dishes or
silverware.

The cabinets are empty.

| squeeze my fists. My nails puncture my palms.

| hate myself for entertaining the idea of something more than this.
| don’t know if there could ever be something more than this.

My doctor shakes her head. They double my meds.



You are seared into me.

These years are irremovable by lime and vodka, by
psychotherapy, by those who want to see me naked.

You. are. always. there.

Again and again again and again again and again again and
again again and again again and again again and again again
and again again and again again and again again and again
and,

Your presence begs the English language to synthesize a word
that is deeper

and rawer,

and richer

and more excruciating

than “love.”

| want to take you back to the beach. When the world slowed
on its axis, was brought to faultlessness. My eyebrows,
platinum, and we climbed into the ocean’s freezing embrace in
the dark.
In the dark
We are perfect.
—A perfection unachievable in singularity
or in duality with another—



To soothe myself:

Everyone devours and is devoured.
Everyone inflicts / receives pain.
Everyone ruins and is ruined.

Everyone shames / becomes ashamed.
Everyone is infectious, everyone: infected.

| don’t know if | should end this [poem].

| don’t know how to end this [poem].

| feel too weak to end this [poem].

| am either lying to myself or to you or to everyone.
| feel too much to end this [].

System message

You have reached the end of Sienna
Gallus’ poem. View next?

Ok Cancel
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The vaunted season has returned to reign;===-
innocent children and sages gather in renewal, ==
others open their windows to marvel atthesign

to breathe fresh air, and to admire the'dancingaa

But when | open mine, the air becomes Stifling,
and the dancing dafodils suddenly wiltand wit
A bitter stream flows from my eyes to coat my
and to stain my lips with the ashes of bygone yeats

| wipe the stubborn tearséret they start again
like a poisoned wound that refusestoheal.
The blurring mist returns to cloud my eyes again, *
as if a cruel hand pressed salt into my soul.

&\

I W\
'\

For there, the first to blur my view, . TN .
a solitary stranger that stands like a reminder. —
I'd sought a seasonal cure, as others do, e

yet in her frame, | see but the ghost of somebody else.
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Thou arf the fruest and the most faifhful flame,
whoge lips neer Rindled freacheries.
On fhy trufhiulness my heart may sleep,
while fhou dofh sooffie mine evil dreams, so deep.

T'hou art the fairest and fhe most glorious foo;

fhine eyes are like fhe jewels I may neer foraet fo wear,
and

thy haif, 8o goff, i8 blest by King fﬁid/ag' heavenly ﬁanc{s.
T[ﬁat more could my cfegiring heart wish for?

I shall not eer foraet thy virfuous voice;
thy praises breathe like music fo mine ears.

ﬁpeaﬁ on, I pray, and 8ing a8 SZalliope miqht,
for when thou art silent, wicked whigpers do haunt me.

—

| Derteie Diesle | |



Indeed, when thou arf silent,
the voices of men cry in wrath;
Tiove not! For pagsion endefh peace:
Tioose fhy heart! For thy mistress’ flame burns fof,
and such heat shall consume fhiee efernally

Buf who can unlove, once love i8 born?
To still my breath were less,
and fo sfill my heart were gentler:;
80 Death, come forth and lay me in unbroken sleep.

Tho my last siah escapes these frembling lips,
and my flesh leaves his world for quief res,
I shall neer forsake thee: my Tiove dofh remain, for

whilst thy morfal cﬂzy/s endure, my Tiove shall ever last.

[ Ducbe il |

—

|
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altessed up

puliedifrom thele

sab uprighbiin Yourli l..m.

[[@ musbtiseem like @!@h} a wasb'- -

Girljwith suchipetential

ﬁ@tﬁ alwar]bublinsteadlisijust’lost

:nd babble worn,

washeditip‘and oub

like yellowing kichen

linoleum, an outstretched

body caughls in a narrow

slit of light.

My anger is fused oug,

my pride nonexistent.

Pve been left.with only

blood in rﬁg"’shees .
No remains Go fuel.
Instead, | reach out,
o ghosb Ghat | am,
and ask, quiebly, Go come home.




#" a berror waibing around comers, ready
o p e Go lash oub, bo Gake locks of Gheir hair,
AT . gbheir eyelashes, their Geeth, while they sleep.

They compilain Fve Iosb My sense of humor.

I wonder what they would Iook like without e
sockets open; mawing:Wouid sbill b

wonder if | will qﬁale Ghe wo S b

(W'I ' sbeal and se 1ei

'L_.

in bhewoods,||ker"‘.’

s

' is whe t {am and | am whab bhe
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ashling meehon-ﬂﬁnnln‘@

RSURVIVAL =~

< el S‘ f°r spine

volcezllkeék alls, ratting
wo ds sliGhering, 'masking.
~ mouth a maw, void,

\1 endless gravegard
2 E_gm of b ﬁan?eu, girl of marrow,
- o if’bhe babble/ready daug hber

fiG for a haunblng
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Cleamngmycluttered mghlstand, -'"“‘rg ,,'; o e Mecetitesmeiod
Onlybecause my idle hands couldthuflcofnobetter thmgto do
The cover was sﬂckyfrom substances dripped downover theyears

Dirty, dusty, 5 ‘1h |
Covered in hair, bothmineand e
And the words within were a bhgf:nt to behold,

Or maybe a blessing now, I've yet to decide. I
Beetles had laid their eggs between my guilt and rage. g
- The husks leftbehmdwherelarvachadwnggled out and died,

Over my confessions and pain.

Iwonderedlftheysuckeddle blood from the stains on the pages

It brought me some small peace to know that anything had, for abrieftime,‘

Lived from the remains of our long dead dalliance.
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Macie
Qumn Jones

»

When | bumed 191 pr promised myself | u>ould leb b bhmgs plays

rc?rs Whe ;gould without inGerfering ?grd bake 2 'gl fabgl:sl;:'c L.

y did my beenage years gasp.for control,and,why

dic my body always shake with frustration as wheﬁ"o'n‘e‘

cannob untie a small knot?.1 used bo keel over and press my*,
palms so deeply inbo my sockebs, so I could see a more™
inGimate blackness when closed eyes were boo shallow. | | |
liked when it felt like wabching a screen saver. Lately, F've
allowed mlqself bo sit with bhe see-through dark because
there really is no point in causing my eyes so much pain. If]
can adapt well enough to walk confidently to and from bhel
place that smells like my friend (marjjuana and some musky
sweeb) which is the parking deck at my umvers:by Ghen | \
know [l get used bo the strain. While practicing m

'_fgrgebfu ness he sent me a picture of box black: hair bufts in
an'aparbment bathroom sink;, and | knew it would be too
bhickin the, backand| wanbed bhe scissors for myself When

will | learn that/not even my fingers can navigabe tlhem well?

Wil | always ofqunsol:c:bed repair when Fve lost access to

myself,above, bhe,eyebrows” urther from what | can pinch? l

Arbtculablon beyond basic expression has been lost on me :

and IereI likelllam, choking myself,for: originality, so how

could]l dare"expec'b him 6o hand me bhe scissors.







There is a spot on my mirror. A perfect circle of solid
black. [ rub my eyes but the spot stays. I cautiously rub
at it with my thumb, but it doesn't move. Instead, the
image of my face starts to warp into a frightening blur.
I must be tired, exhausted from yesterday, whatever it
was that I had done. I know I need to carry on with my
day.

[ walk out of my room and into a long corridor. I
know it must be my house, though I can't remember it
being this big. I turn to my left towards the staircase. I
begin to make my way down, but each step feels like a
mountain, with the drops from one to the other
becoming steeper and steeper. The stairs lengthen
until I have to throw my entire body off each stair.
Finally, there are no steps left. Just darkness. I can't see
past my own hand. I decide that I am dreaming. I leap
into the shadows.

lamin a large room, Standing in front of an immense
play area. The colours hurt my unadjusted eyes. I have
not been to one of these since I was a young child, but I
feel an insatiable urge to climb, jump and slide.



[ run into the web of climbing walls and crawl through
the frame. I think this is the best dream I have had. 1
climb to the highest point in the area, reaching the
biggest slide I have ever seen. I throw myself down the
tube and fall. Then I become faster, then faster.
continue flying down with no sign of an end. I'try to
grasp the rounded walls that surround me. I open my
mouth to scream but stop short as [ roll out.

lamin a living room. I am sure I recognise it. A man
walks in and sits on the sofa. I feel the need to conceal
myself and sneak behind a sheer curtain. A phone
rings loudly. The man jumps then seems to calm once
he sees who it is. He picks up the call. He makes a
wailing noise and sounds as though he is crying, but I
see no tears. After a few minutes, the man ends the
call. He grunts and throws the phone to the floor. I feel
nauseous and want to wake up. I walk out from behind
the curtain and look around for a way to leave. I hear a
blood curdling scream and turn towards the noise. The
man is standing and staring at me as if he has seen a
ghost.



e

Not again, he shouts, leave me alone.

He rushes forward, waving clenched fists
at me. When his hand goes through my
chest, it all comes back. I see blood down
the front of my shirt and feel my stomach
sink. This is the man who hurt me. My
knees buckle and I feel myself drift away
as I fall to the floor.

There is a spot on my mirror.

Emily Al6xdnedrd
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We were kids of a broken sky,
Forced Go see obhers die

We were g?)ungs of a fractured land,
Watching lameness of our stand

We were growns of a world bhab lied,
Choking our pride, to fill our child
g eles

We were olds of a sinking ground,
Wabtching .,E_I_li__e_;woﬂd hear, its final sound
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outgoing from champaign to bangor
by sam dubey
WINTER

I call you once a week during my 7-minute ride on the silver line
i'm sluggish but do without my morning coffee to catch the 8:17 a.m.
Leave it to you to breathe life into me.

you answer on the first ring from somewhere in
Maine. It’s nice, peaceful there, and maybe soon you’ll head West
if your van will take you that far but more importantly
Do I remember going to that county fair 2 years ago? It’s been on your mind.
We take turns filling in the details, indulging in the easy nostalgia—
sweltering heat in a no-name north carolina town, nothing to see or do
but stand in line at the filthy petting zoo or stuff ourselves with fried Oreos
careful to leave out the part where you pulled me behind a barn
to kiss the overpriced lemonade off my mouth

SPRING

Months from now you will make a 6-hour drive

from Kentucky to Champaign, and I will be just another stop

on your nationwide tour from college to college where you

visited Sarah in New Hampshire but did not visit Sarrah in New York

by this point, we've fallen out of our habit—

our call logs show no sign of an attempt at rekindling

so when you ask what I'm doing Friday night out of the blue

no doubt just trying to sort out motel bookings and travel times
my subconscious cannot help but betray me, hoping.

I fall asleep that night after agonizing over what to wear

pinterest was not rife with inspiration for when your ex-boyfriend
now-friend/occasional confidant/gossip monger

takes a 4-hour detour

on the way to a country music concert so that he can see you

When my jackrabbit heart finally slows its thumping
[ dream of you

& me going to my favorite Japanese restaurant

on Green Street

splitting two plates of maki rolls

taking a walk in the cool

evening air to share a crépe

laughing all the while

When the night is over, you walk me up to my dorm,
pause in the doorway for a second before

pulling me in and kissing me, sweet and sure anil
Ijolt

awake



outgoing from champaign to bangor

by

sam dubey

overcome by the shame of wanting,
red-faced and covered in a sheen of sweat
like some kind of sushi-loving pervert.

Friday is at least twenty degrees warmer than it has
been for the last two

you show up an hour and a half late after calling to complain
about parking and i take you to the most scenic spot
on campus, a pond surrounded by more types of trees
than i can name
home to the red winged blackbird and koi and 6 species

of turtles; can you believe

it!

But you are unimpressed after dozens of hikes in
Vermont and Washington and Utah

You don't really experiment beyond
chicken tenders so we go to an italian restaurant instead; i do

laugh the whole time but that’s because i have always been
funnier than you and we get dessert after,

froyo that we eat on the way to where you parked

s0 you can show me the inside of your van

outfitted with woodworking that admittedly takes my breath away
eventually it is nine thirty and you need to go and we embrace the way we

used to, me on my tip-toes, your

palm warm against my back. goodbye1

watch you drive and take the long way back to m Czlggrm lingering in the

WINTER
We're coming to a halt at the Transit Plaza
when you tell me that you're 4 months sober.
My fingers tighten around the stanchion
Frigid air bursts

through the doors, and I shiver.
busted my knee in gym class when I was 12
picked at the damn thing so much
last summer you ran your finger over

the raised skin
where it never quite healed right.

It’s like pulling at stitches, the sound of your voice.

a recurring dream of dirty myrtle

rway before fli the light switch off



Sam Dubey
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“(The butler definitely did it, t |
Jefore I know it, two hours have pé
hips are long gone and I tilt the car
10re time, savoring the last bits of

blooming across my tongue.

hat I've had enough of the book anc
“on the ocean in front of me instes
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HORTICULTURE MONTHLY
JAN 2026

Dear Gardener,

There are temporary remedies
to mask the tendrils of rot in my chest cavity,
crawling out in search
of sunlight like a neglected thicket of wisteria,
once sturdy and overflowing with fragrant
clusters of
lavender blooms.

When the feel of decay in my mouth is too much
to bear in the midst
of a wet, cold winter,
I find myself
choking on the artificial
freshness of an old friend’s favorite chewing gum,
spearmint bullet stuck
in the barrel of my throat.

One day, they will notice,
and I will not be able to
cough up
yellowed flowers
into the cup of their
waiting palms.

During these times, it feels like a great act of service to
skip dinner, ignore any and all messages, stop the spread of
phytophthora in its tracks.

It isn’t working. What shall T do?

Dear Reader,

I have been where you are many times.

Any experienced gardener will tell you stop
watering the vine, give the soil time to dry out.
Expose the dark, mushy roots to the world,
then prune them with sterilized shears.

Apply a fungicide to whatever is left

before you replant and wait for it to grow back.

Write to me again come spring.



HORTICULTURE MONTHLY
JAN 2026

Dear Gardener,

[ took your advice.
It 1sn’t easy, you know, to pick up the phone,
cry into the receiver and wet the glass
of my phone screen with my tears like it is someone’s
wool-covered shoulder.
[ called my friends, the ones in the photo
next to my bed and we talked
for a long time about whatever came to mind:
the weight on my chest and lunch and New York.

Once I had cried all of the tears out of my body
I put on an ugly wool winter coat and headed to the park.
The trees had all been stripped bare

by unforgivingly low temperatures.
Good company made it easier to write until my wrist burned,
incomprehensible ballpoint scrawl about the quiet misery of the Midwest
that I could leave buried

in the fading lines of my journal.

The rest of the winter passed like this,
crying and talking and writing,
waiting for the scent of hyacinth and honey to return.



Three months of forcing
myself out of bed
to take a walk around the frozen ponds and share
a tattered vinyl booth in the cafeteria with my friends,
poking around the arugula
on my plate,
trying desperately to sink
into the pleasant embrace of company.

Three months of reading those mystery books I used to
love when I was a kid and trying to figure out
whodunnit
before Poirot and doing
yoga zumba pilates.

Three months of being honest with my parents about
the loneliness and Wrongness and listening to them say big words like
professional help and therapy
and taking a second to at least
consider it.

It was a Wednesday in the middle of March

just warm enough to trek through

the slush on the street and walk to class.

I felt it within me, then,

the shape and feel of it;

lanceolate smooth,

real to the touch ,

sprouting from the gaps between my ribs—a single
leaflet..



longlegs by tamizh ponni vp
I got ten minutes tops.

My school bus ran on callous grease

the selfish clock simmered scarlet.

Ripples of fear bave raided the room.

One small shift and my cover’s blown.

1 see an entrance woven by drips of vile

A red carpet is rolled out to blurry backrooms
There she is

Snugly perched four feet above the floor

Primed for a manic rampwalk on a vulgar runway
“Come out! How long?!”, Mother screamed

While the cleaning mop giggled from its corner

I squinted and sprinted

;"rom captive air into clearance

She was one of those cellar types that bad a year or two.
Have we met before?

At the library last week on Britannica's centrefold!
When my squeal earned a ban and a gross embarrassment.
Phobias are egregious. Just like love.

Twenty years tumbled down the ridges of life.

My Tree Rings darkened, and colour schemes faded.
I met the latest one from her labyrinth

Tiny yet gallantly backing its paralysed prey.

Same place. Reformed fear.

My bathroom tiles bore the worst.

Its grout lines fed on salty dreams.

Gifts of grief and chromic cra

From er bigh-hat loge, She saw zt all and snubbed it all.
zeres of my teenage theatre.

Our patbs felt the final toucb

Wherz lines almost tutrge%xgles )

Caged by cottage walls, inke r past,

Zzngal lz/osts wﬁndered my bal%po N

Her slender shadows Zurked from the shelves above my kitchen sink.

Only this time, they were benign.

Too fmz’l to balloon or build a decoy,

She crawled under my coffee skin

and grew into my bitter veins.

Medications failed, but mutual pain belped.

Under the fractals of wasted youth,

We made a silent pact

to honour what we lost and curse those we wronged.

Two blotched souls that waited to be towed

by the wrinkled handis of time.

Our eyes whispered a bankrupt ‘Goodnight’






‘ g, 1l never get enough of sunsets in my bedroomo~i

Under the big rose window in bloom

Painting the walls in colors every day
Pushing my overseas lover to stay

gn this church we pray for new tomorrow
There are no paintings breathing sorrow
In this church we do fancy photoshoots
With lux nova laying down by our boots

moon behind the versicolor cage every night
Cold sheets or warm body by my side
\1 In this church is no forever

No guarantee of infinity for a lover

e the tracery to my window
Be the one who keeps me whole
Be my prayer of love

Be my holy dove
Be my forever
In the world full of nevers







T”eevla.ge giﬁl went up and down
'TLhﬂough heartbreak, and anger sears
De‘pﬂessed she got way too far
Drank too much and sinned too hard
But now they are all right
You might think I'm dying again,
But I'm not

QMGJ Sun, still shmes
Moy old selves are all right

"It'hej are not bleedLng_ }ying, d:ying in lazaret

No they are not
Ica.zaret
No lazaret

In m 1y head

U Yqi,gh't think, I'Il fall a.p&ﬁ'b
Mis bullet went straight through my heart
But he never shot any, no
g </

Me'’s a %ood. :bq}f

I'm war warrior and my scars are healed
HNo pain Jor heartbreak sounds like a good deal

}
v

I used to bhe scared of lazarettos when I was kids

~,

But I’m_ getting strongenr arowing out of it
L 2 g . % ("Cz
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He always shows up when something in me finally snaps. Tonight, my
catalyst had barely finished echoing down the hallway before the
Reaper slid through the cracked door of my bedroom. Right on time.

I lay there, replaying the breakup like a looped punishment. I didn’t
need to look over to know it was him. He always shows. He was there
after my first heartbreak where 1 begged someone to stay and offered
my heart to them. After the second when I stopped begging. And after
all the others when I didn't care enough to cry.

He crouched beside my bed. I felt the mattress dip, then his fingers
hooked into the waistband of my jeans. In one practiced motion, he
hauled me over his shoulder, my stomach pressed against his
collarbone, my thighs locked against his ears. His grip promised bruises.
I let myself go limp. It was easier than pretending I still had weight to
him.

The walk there was long. The cabin waits where it always waits, rotting
in the trees like the earth was swallowing it whole. His weight crushed
the soggy leaves, mud covered his boots while dirt tracked on his laces.
The sharp winds whipped my skin, the rain pelted my hair, the rigid
branches snapped on my arms.

It was dark, the windows were suffocated by scraps of black fabric, the
air in the room was stale and the tension was still heavy from my last
visit. He slammed me down onto our wooden chair. I sit there tracing
the old groove where my nails once begged for escape. The grooves
were a map of every time I almost saved myself. The splits finding home
in my fingertips. Coils of rope sat by my feet, he never used them
anymore. I never left.

When he came, I knew I was supposed to follow and when I did, I'd
forget my own way back.



He kneeled in front of me, one hand on my cheek and the other on my
knee. I flinched. That small, pathetic twitch I hated, the one he loved,
because it told him exactly how breakable I still was. He tapped my
cheek with two fingers. A mockery of affection.

His hand slid down, slow and deliberate, to my chest. His palm pressed
over my heart with the full weight of his body behind it, enough
pressure to make it hard to breathe. Each visit he’d claim a piece of me.
My appetite was the first thing to go, my looks followed immediately
after. My thoughts belonged to him, any ounce of joy had been striped
away, every memory rewritten. My heart kicked violently as if warning
me that if I didn’t move now, he’d take the last living part of me. His
fingers pressed harder. I felt the sharpness of his nails.

I jerked at the piercing. He never took my heart, he let that stay heavy
with me. It was broken, hurt, and bitter, but it was still with me. He
choked me by throat and shoved me backwards. My shoulder blades
banged into the back of the chair, I could feel the bruises already
forming. I veered my body to the side, cowering away from him.

His footsteps prowled around me. I raised my head at the sound of his
laughter, it was taunting and sarcastic. It was humiliating. Every visit I
left with more scarring than I came in with. Every mark made me
embarrassed and served as a reminder of him.

He smirked at me before striking my cheek with his hand. The power
swept my body off the chair and onto the ground. My head crashed
against the creaky wood. I hesitantly touched my throbbing lips, looking
down at my fingertips to see fresh blood.

He gripped my arm, his nails digging into my skin. He dragged me by
the back of my shirt through the doorframe of the kitchen. The collar
was pulled up against my throat, cutting my air flow.



My knees scraped along the jagged flooring and broken glass, tearing
holes into my jeans. He finally let go, shoving me before taking a step
back. I panted and coughed trying to catch my breath, tears welled up
in my eyes. He rolled his eyes as he grabbed his scythe.

My eyes widened with fear. For once, I second guessed how willing I was
to stay. I scrambled to my feet and dashed towards the living room. He
took hold of my shoulder, yanking me to the ground. I hit the
floorboard, but I didn’t waste a second. I rolled onto my forearms

crawling towards the door while my limbs shook and every breath
stabbed.

He caught my ankle and pulled me back towards me. I twisted onto my
back and kicked at him as quickly and strong as I could muster. I kicked
his knuckles, making him drop the scythe, but as it fell to the floor it
sliced my heel. I winced loudly, withdrawing my body away from him. I
pushed myself up the wall to steady myself.

He lunged toward me again, furious now. He swung his scythe as I
ducked. The blade caught on my shirt, ripping a hole and leaving a
deep scratch on my sternum. I cried out, my hand clutching at the
wound. I limped forward, my heel bleeding through my shoe. I grabbed
the wooden chair, throwing it into his way and continuing towards the
door. I threw my weight against it causing the door to fly open. I darted
out of the rotten cabin, through the mud, and hid far into the trees.
Cold night air punched into my lungs.

I didn't look back to see if he followed. I knew I couldn’t escape him
forever. I wasn’t running toward safety, I was running into darkness and
the unknown. I was running toward a version of me I didn’t know
existed yet, but one that won’t succumb to darkness.



Tamxzh Ponni P is an ambivert and a stoic art, buff who loves to express her skills through literature.
visual arts and music. She is an [P educator and sees learning as a life- 1ong process. [ler stories were
featured in 2 anthology books.

"Mia" and "Varna". Tamizh's articles. poems and paintings have also been published in many digital
journals and educational blogs. Tamizh spends most of her free time painting. reading. writing articles
stories and poems. playing piano and watching documentaries/ movies.
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The New “1” Sﬁgp: We sell identities _fb-r

Singers, authors, actors, and painters.

Come in
And we'll make you one too,




¥

Her name is Edna Jack Burrow

But it hasn't a[ways been the same.
She ﬁougﬁt it at the New “I” Shop,

Paid four cents and her old name:

- She swore (m[y to g0 oice,
To cﬁange her name fm’ an ounce

7 Of hope to gain fame

By ﬁavmg a4 more mterestmg name.

Edna’s train of tﬁaugﬁt later stgpyed short:
She's got it ina_jam of sorts, _

So she took another trip to the New ‘" Sﬁga where
Tﬁey sell tﬁougﬁt Jvarts 6y tﬁe mer

If you ask her why she went again
She'll tell You that she on(y did so wﬁen

The story she was writing got really good

But the gears in her mind. stgpyed wo%mg tﬁe way tﬁey should.
Later, when Burrow was in a JazcE(e

And could definitely afford a nickel

« To Euy ideas for a new y(at
Which would get her a great deal af copies 6ougﬁt




She went to the New “I 4 Sﬁgp wﬁere
They sold ideas in a snare. ; | e
Edna’s was great and strong and vicious
| It [oofec{ to Burrow that her future was auspicious.
But wﬁ:(e wrangling the idea to submit to her favor
It broke from her grip anc{ ran into its stock ne:gﬁﬁar
A bottled dream then went flying,
Which hit a flock of rare names.
It sent them reeling and fa[ﬁng into the thought jars
. Which then broke into flames.
o In moments, the New “I” Shop was ablaze,
And in the treachery of the ﬂeemg dreams,

%

The screeching teems | _ _
Of ﬂymg names over the screams b <€ *

| Of the wic{e—eyecf ideas, '

Edna managed to barely escape.

?lfter that c{ay, Edna never went back to the New “I” Sﬁgp.
Evenlif it were rebuilt, the truth was that it was all a ﬂgp

| She really should have left the sﬁgp alone
: The day she had bought things you just couldn’t own.







"Mumma, where does the devil live?"

In the darkness, | picture Mumma’s face. The lines that map her
skin, how they crinkle in the corners of her eyes when she braces.

Her answer comes out slow and tired. "The devil lives... in every
bottle of red wine." | shift in her lap.

"Not white?"
She scoffs. "No."

Dirt crunches, the sound sharp in the stillness as she shifts her
position against the mine wall, pulling me further against her bony
chest. My teeth chatter as | hide my hands within my thin cardigan.

The cold burns my throat with every breath.

I!W hyf?"

Mumma yawns. Then, | yawn.

"Why, what, my sweet?"

| lick my dry lips. "Why does the devil only live in red?"

My hair is gently loosened from its ponytail, and Mumma begins to
braid it. Her fingers know the movement without seeing. "The same

reason he lives in every pack of cigarettes." She finishes the braid,
ties it off and tugs it.




The same number of tears Mumma let me see this morning, when
we peered out the busted caravan window and watched the magpies
searching for bugs in the long grass.

"Can | braid your hair?" | ask, moving from her warm lap.

There is a sudden quiet.

She doesn't say that I've never done it before, that my fingers don't
know the movement, that it's too dark to see anything. She simply
offers her back and guides my hands to her hair. It feels thin and
scratchy as | separate the strands.

"The devil," Mumma says, "he's a tricky bastard. He lives between the
sheets. Hides his secrets behind locked doors, buries his crimes in
dirty mines. And when you’'re naughty, he loves you by the welts on
your back, the sweat on your brow. He holds your hand and
squeezes—doesn't stop till he hears the crack.”

Her hair slips through my still fingers.

"That's the devil for you, Mara. A tricky bastard."

| don’t say anything.

Mumma begins to hum, and | pick up the fallen strands—

We freeze.




My cheeks turn hot. Our breaths hold within our chests like secrets.

Something about the sound is wrong. Gunshots are not unusual, but
something about the number... four. Father wouldn't waste bullets.

| open my mouth, but Mumma hushes me. We stay that way, my hand
in hers, until the chill returns to my cheeks.

There's shouting, followed by a deep bark, and from our hollow in the
earth, we see a silver light shining ahead, reflecting off rocks and
shed shake skins.

Mumma laughs and pulls me up to stand with her. | stumble behind
her as she feels her way out. My own fingers find the wall, trailing
behind hers. We shuffle back toward where the strange light is
visible.

"The thing about the devil, Mara—"

The overlapping voices move closer, calling out Mumma’s name.

"We're here," she shouts. "Help, we're here!"

Torchlight blinds me. Mumma leans close and whispers, for only me
to hear, "He doesn't win, you see?"
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Soar over cerulean s/@es,
Pdtro”z’ng for the next bite.
Loose ckip}y on the pavement,
Dive.
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Spread your Wings wide,
Glici in a gust of smo/@d city
bree{e.

Sing your song fczr, live.
Coo.
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S/ﬁimmering silver z’ridescence,

Columbidae,
Td/@ daily, stand against
bigger beasts.

Crane your little bead, bold.

I Tenacity in concrete c[iffs.
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ive Simple Steps

for a

erlect Hookup.,
Every Timel!

endare




One: Hop in the Shower

You were two years old and terrified when you took your
first shower. That was later than some of the parenting
books suggested, but you were resistant and skittish before
you saw the sun. Initially, your only needs were as small as
your body: a bar of soap, baby shampoo that was the hue
of honey and half as viscous, plus the tiniest washcloth n
the towel closet.

Over time, you accumulated new tools, each more necessary
than the last. Conditioner, so your ends could be caressed.
Razors, to make you virginal. Acne scrub, to hide the
changes. Exfoliant, to slough away until you were pink and
raw as sake migir1. Fragrances. Masks. Bufis. Every frosted
,bottle added to the sink 1s a delegate
e . with something harsh to say

f/:S
ke

. ) - about the girl in the mirror.
W You will skip meals, medications,
¢+ and ambitions, but not a scrub.



Iwo: Moisturize!
Two weeks after your tenth birthday, you began to wash your

hands more. Too much, people would say. Too many times to
count. The violent red scabbing on your hands passed your
notice, except for when 1t was too painful to ignore. Sitting
next to you in band class, a girl from the grade below
commented on their appearance, her glossed lips wrinkled with
disgust. You skipped eighth period and took the bus to the
mall. The woman at the store didn’t think anything of a girl
your size buying a tub of shea butter in the early afternoon on
a Tuesday.

You always forget the order, but apparently it’s lotion, body
butter, then oils. Once the top layer 1s spread over your thighs,
your midsection, your elbows, you

usually pretend there are chores.
Wash, vacuum, and mop what’s

} § = already clean. Can't sit on the
 couch unless you want a giant,
indelible smear to horrify all the
guests you'll ever have.




Three: Make Smart Food Choices

One apple 1s about 70 to 100 calories. You found a protein bar
that’s under 200, but it tastes like 1t shouldn’t be edible. A
banana 1s costly at 90 to 100, but 1t does have the potassium
that will assuage your fears of a diet-induced heart attack.
Regardless of how well you have mastered the arithmetic, you
have gained and lost 20 pounds about one dozen times in the
course of your young life. Your mother always prompts you to
give keto one more try. (*You seemed happy then.”)

Starting at eighteen, you began to eat pineapple before dates. It
was a myth, your roommate assured you, but you got so
entrenched in the habit that i1t began to scare you to consider
not doing 1t. That was how all your habits developed—who can
% \ | say 1f 1t’s pathology or personality?
% :

BT he pineapple was pointless anyway,

# = because they never wanted to
4 suffer the indignity of their
| mouth between your legs.



Four: Dress Your Best

You didn’t know how to dress until you were twenty. Before that, everything was a
mash of whatever was in your closet, combined with the meagerest coherence. A shirt
with that band’s logo, plus the miracle jeans that made your butt look round without

highlighting your pudgy abdomen. An ugly dress that cinched at your waist,
accentuated by pleather booties that made you look stumpy. An oversized hoodie for the
gym, with the stained sweatpants. Cycle according to occasion.

Two years ago, your ex-boyfriend reconnected, with intentions. Youre beautiful, you
don’t even know 1t, but I do, et al. When he 1nvited you over, you left work early and
scoured a perfumed shop for lingerie. After 28 minutes raising and dropping different
slips of lace and polyester, you settled on a bra that you didn’t try on, eyes downward
as you jammed your card into the waiting mouth of the PIN pad.

So much agony, so much trepidation, and you came home only to pinch it around your
body and remember that the transformative power of alluring satin is always lost on
you. The skin of your breasts leaked out like pancake batter bloating on the skillet.
The straps laid deep inside your shoulders, pinching for punishment. When the day
came and you crossed his threshold, you ultimately just wore the same old thing.

Nonetheless, the purchase sat at the bottom of your duffel bag with the quality of a
virgin scratchcard: promising only 1n imagination, disappointing as soon as it’s used.

He didn’t notice the difference as he yanked your clothes off. While he was on top, the

moment became too much and you said that you loved him. You didn’t, at least
\ not in the way the timing and tone suggested, but it
escaped anyway. While his tempo was unbroken, he
looked down at you with wide eyes, sienna pebbles
£ 1n a sour cream sea, as if he were one reflex away

from opening his jaws and dousing you in
bile.

e

o instead, he choked on his own breath and smiled
with half his mouth. Let’s agree to forget
about this.




Five: Play sale—but play!

When it comes to wasted time, you are long 1n the tooth.
Curate the ensemble, perfume your skin until it’s pungent,
abuse your hair, take the pill, step on the scale, cover your
acne, walk 1n a circle with your phone, see if those pants fit,
consider an 1nelegant suicide, make sure you're still on, toss
the extra latex 1n your handbag, get hungry, question 1t all,

chew gum, analyze your hemline, sweat the whole way there.

It all seems condensed to a brick of compacted trash when he
empties himself, and the best you can hope for 1s a body laid lax
on you 1nstead of just rolling off. You want more, in every way.

You know 1t won’t stop—none of 1t—until you're no longer
~ afraid to be bigger, bigger in every way.

The difference between knowing and
) growing 18 a chasm. Keep chewing

" the gum and hope that one day,

you’ll be brave enough to jump.






Before wheeling the bin onto the street I check the"
contents. Some -dessert spoons have gone missing. It’s
possible that Dad accidentally threw them out. Since his eye
surgery he doesn’t see very well. He misses the edge of the
table. He misses stairs. I remind him to close his curtains at
night so he can get proper sleep. He likes the streetlight
though. It helps him find his way in the dark.

The bags beneath the grass clippings contain
mouldy vegetable scrapings, chicken bones and fruit peels.
Banana, mango, melon. The detritus from my bedroom bin
greet me: empty toilet rolls, tangles pulled from my
hairbrush, a discarded toothbrush, blunt razor blades.
There’s the shoebox of junk my father brought over from
my parents’ bathroom cupboard: perished ear plugs, expired
haemorrhoid medication, nail strengthening lacquer, rusty
tweezers, a broken thermometer. I didn’t tell him I was
throwing it away. He would have wanted to save it.

Every morning my father presents me with a huge
bowl of fruit, neatly sliced, which is what he did for my
mother in their great big kitchen until a month ago. I try
telling him that I don’t want fruit every day. It pushes up my
blood glucose. I remind him I’m trying to keep my weight
down and fruit makes me’'hungry. He forgets and brings it
anyway, like a child having found a treasure. I can’t reject his
gift, so I eat it.



When Dad went into the hospital for a detached
retina, my mother went into a care home where she is
treated like royalty. She can’t remember my name so she
calls me Princess when I visit — which is seldom - because I
can’t bear her vanishing. She takes lunch on cafeteria tables
across from govérnors and captains of industry. Good sir,
she calls them all. Good sir. My father -she calls “my
husband”. She doesn’t remember his name either.

My blood sugar goes up for reasons other than too
much fruit. I no longer exercise. I sleep poorly. ’'m too
tired, too sad, too disconnected to get out of bed some days.
I’ve started comfort eating again. When I get out in the car,
which is not often, I detour past the artisanal ice cream
parlour across town. When I can’t get out I browse the
website, imagining the flavours: roasted cherry and dark
chocolate, sweet cream with honeycomb, basil and pine nut

praline, lemondrop with crystallised ginger.

At the bottom of the garbage bin are no missing
spoons. There’s nothing exciting, nothing to be redeemed.
Only the stains of the week.







PLa,2s f@ecme



The room stares as he invites her in.
The room stares as he takes a shot of his gin,
As he smiles a slimy grin.
The room stares as he spills words that curl upon her lap
And plant a seedling of hurt so deep into her veins
That her tender heart pounds with the urge to dispose of such poison.
The room stares as he crawls closer and closer.
His fingers digging into the mahogany of his desk,
The podium of his confidence.
The room stares. Can only stare-witness,
how this man has so much retching influence
Over this woman's pain, mind, life.
And nothing can do justice
For what he took away that day,
And the silence that the room
Gave,
Gave,
Gave away.



His infected soul, Does the mirror lost voice
Lose the man's.
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“GIENI DA ME, VIENI DA ME,
VIENL

COME TO ME, COME TO ME, COME.
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by another people forgotten

shipped by thousands displaced,
how can the name

Tijuana hold more suffering
than possible?




Maquiladoras bleed iridescent rivers

unto children, the rancid air

burning their eyes.

And when do we go back

to what we are
before words?
That place
before light

e each drop falls
the gait of
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Whoam1I?

e L T



Alisa is a nurse by day but lost to writing by night. She isa

researcher of trad wives, Andrew Tates and other strange
creatures.



[ wish I were your best friend.

Instead, you fear me. You pray I don't exist.
Love me.

Play with me.

I am here already, despite your worst fears.
Here just for you.

Whatam I?



I am the little ache in your belly at night that you can't quite place.
I am the nausea that you have had since you have been a child.
You tell yourself that it's normal.

That you'll see a doctor if it gets worse.

ButI am patient. I am kind.

We're going to be best friends soon now. Anytime.

I can't wait for us to spend all our time together.

As I wrap myself around your vena cava and lungs.

Whatam I?



Don't be afraid.

I was made just for you.

You dreamed of me when you were forming in the womb.
We nurtured each other in your mother's amniotic sac.
We played and bounced.

Your mother had one just like me.

They were friends too once.

I don't know what happened.

Whatam I?



I'm growing bigger now.

My sides, lumpy and hard.

I am gestating beside your warm insides.
Where is this light coming from?

Who brought the scalpel?

‘We were supposed to be best friends. e A










It's a. mess of gender and hair all over:

the feminine cut on the shoulders,

the deltoid rendered sharp and shelved,
triceps bu.lging, biceps yearming to be a bit
biggeﬁ

It droops, all salt and sultry, watching the
throat fully travel down to the esophagus and
back: up to the jaw.

Salt erusts behind the earn on the fat
obseuring ecollar and rib, where the hair
swirls and curves toward the axilla, soaked
to the root, plastered thoracic, inches
cut now.

Shorm, floa.ti.ng barely any distance from the
scalp, neck. open Irom behind, Jor the kill or
Jor the scruds, all of it pieced back, together
since that day.

}v{a}oha_z,aﬁd, reanimate, but can't any of those

thin gs mean ‘alive’?
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She lived in a tiny apartment on a side street
off a bustling avenue. The walls were grey and
spotted with black mold, and the tiles covering
the kitchen were broken, cracked, coated in a layer

of grime that would be impossible to remove.

She was hungry, and she had been hungry for
as long as she could remember. No food that had
ever passed her lips would satisty her cravings. She
wanted something else beyond flecks of salt to
linger on her lips, something that would carry the
crunch of the broken asphalt and the sweetness
left in the elevator after her neighbor got off,
leaving the smell of her perfume behind. There
were so many tastes and textures out there in the
world that she longed to experience. Even as a
child, she had eaten rocks and any insects that had
come into her sight, and the doctors had always
told her parents that it was a miracle she had

survived.

But now she was an adult on her own in a big

city, and there was a new smell working its way




into her nose and creating an itch in the depths of
her soul. The blood of the people around her sang
to her, and she was even intrigued by the sweat or
grime of people she ran into on the bus. She
needed to know more about them, she decided.
She needed to know their history and their future,
their deepest fears and greatest joys. She needed to
taste their breath and chew on their soul until the

ache in her own empty stomach subsided.

Perhaps the people around her sensed it, and
that was why they stayed away. There was
something dark and slightly dangerous about her,
like looking into the blackness of a deep pit.
Meeting her eyes was like falling as if in your sleep,
only to be jerked awake again when they looked
away. She was untouchable, unapproachable. She
knew that being around her was like a bucket of
cold water. Even her parents had made her leave
their home as soon as she could, taking her old
childhood mattress with her to sit on the corner

of her bedroom, covered in dust. But, as time




passed, she felt she was starving, withering away
day by day, and there was only one thing that
could calm the raging beast in her chest. Perhaps
in the night she would be disguised, so she went
to the sad dive bar just a few blocks away and sat
at a table covered in shadows until someone came
to her, smelling of stale beer and something

broken.

As they talked, the stabs of hunger subsided
but did not disappear. Eventually, he had nothing
left to tell her, and they were getting up to leave.
She tripped with her glass in her hand, and they
both fell into the shards that covered the floor,
now sticky with their blood. They clamored to
their feet hesitantly, even though she just wanted
to lie there and breathe the shape of his body next

to her in.

They kissed outside while her tongue still held
the few drops of blood she had licked off her

finger. She could feel him freeze under the lamp




-light as he tasted the coppery tang and looked
down into her eyes before turning pale and
drifting away like a ghost into the night. Even
after he was gone, she still felt him filling some of
the empty places of her soul. She had something
of his that he could never take back, and she could
still feel it every time she swallowed. It wasn’t
enough, of course. She wanted more; she would
always want more. So she found ways to engineer
encounters. She knew the people in the

neighborhood talked about her, but that didn’t

matter.

As she felt herself swelling with each new piece
of someone’s being, she wondered if they were no
longer staying away as they had done before. She
wondered if perhaps they found pleasure in giving

her a piece of themselves too.







My house is a mausoleum no living person
should ever have to survive in, but I do,
hour after hour and year after year. Every
day is always the same. I wake up, have a
cup of coffee, and place whatever small
glass trinket that caught my fancy the
evening before on the shelves that line the
walls. I do this with the same consistency
that other people send good morning texts to
someone they love.

When it all started, I had been spending
my evenings immersed in the small things my
mother had left behind, in particular her
collection of perfume bottles, whimsical
animals, and antique glasses. Every day, I
would choose one and think that I could
start a collection of my own, so I had the
shelves installed. Over time, there was
nothing left of my mother’s possessions, so
I found new and beautiful things to add from
small stores, art galleries, or trash bins
throughout each day.

Eventually, there was no room for other
decorations in my apartment. There were no
books or photos, only small objects that
were so beautiful to me that they seemed to
come from another world. They all sat there
collecting dust as I did on the subway when
I went to work and came back every day
without even the slightest variation.

Over time, I had grown accustomed to the
screech of the tracks and the people selling



sweets or asking for money, just as I had
learned to tolerate the phones and the
endless chatting of my coworkers in the
office. But in my house, there was nothing
but the sound of silence and the strains of
the world outside in the background. That
was the way things were supposed to be: just
me and everything breakable.

Sometimes people would try to get it,
but I knew better than to let them. My door
was padlocked, and the blackout curtains on
my windows always stayed down. My home was
everything I needed. It was warm in the
winter and cool in the summer. It was the
only place I could take my shoes off and
feel my bare feet on the floor, the only
place I could hear myself breathe. I always
thought that I would stay there forever, as
my mother had done before, until I, too,
aded away into some final illness and turned
into nothing.

But the city had other plans for me. I
had become comfortable with my routines, and
I'd never expected the change that came to
be so brutal and sudden. It was my own
fault. It was the middle of summer, and I
had opened my bedroom window to let in some
breeze, and I hadn’'t closed it before
leaving.

A storm started brewing during the day,
and I watched it from the office without
suspecting what it would mean for me. The




winds were strong when I left for home, and
by the time I opened the front door, the
rain had started. I stepped inside and could
immediately feel that something was
different. Something was wrong.

A gust of air hit me hard in the chest,
and I flicked on the light only to find all
of the glass shelves and all of my precious
collection shattered and broken on the
floor. It didn’t matter anymore if the
outside world got in, so I let the rain pelt
in onto the rug and left the door open as I
sank to my knees and clutched the broken
shards to me even as they punctured my skin
and I started to bleed. I heard myself
breathe out in what was left of the silence,
and then the tears I had never been able to
shed came.

I lay on the ground with the destruction
all around me and sobbed with every ounce of
my being. I cried for my mother and the
shadow of a person she had become. I cried
for myself and the ghost I had turned into
all those years I had closed myself away
into a place only fit for mourning the dead.










Toward the ending bulb of moon went Harry Stilson, the
stars satin, white, stressing the lowly grottos of sky. It was a
little mockery that he walked like that, in the generally sad
pace of a man whose complexion 1s otherwise entirely a
sorrowful conceit. Whose devotions shiver as lightning-bugs
falling, falling into an emptiness-world. The prideless gait
confused the nine p.m. audience at the Putnam Prime. They
wondered across the faroff horizon whether or not Harry could
be portrayed against the sunlight, or 1f he was merely a fling of
something ghostly. Something inadequately physical, perhaps,
a drunkard’s rusted image of crimeless breath as he nears the
automobile with keys jingle-janging, hanging, hanging.

Would they not perceive the upbraided condition of the
man with a mix of sympathies! No, it was shocking the
modicums of neutral mouth, of no words being sung in the
direction of the foot’s midget traipse into the crest of the
whale. They only uttered the bleakest things,

half moronic in the way of things, but often
v Gl ™ it is such that the average personality is

NG 7 5o distraught with a lack of anything or
e " nothing at all, that it is common to think
g gﬁ another man good when all one has to cheer

' ‘\

w up for his life 1s nothing at all good or decent.



But Harry just walked up the central part of the pier, which
split in seedless dividends toward other, wider structures of
ocean and bugle. No beacon spit up chalk-mazes of light, for
there was embarrassingly little to discern. There wasn’t a
worse criticism than to be excommunicated from the human
race, probably, and Harry had felt the bottomless thrum of his
heart like a tawdry leaking of the spirit into some 1nscrutably
ecstatic channel in the lost Grace of his countenance.

There were four or five pimples that lay like dark paint-
stains on his nose. The very same nose that used to covet with
rapaciousness the drawing-room for the blond sand-smell of
perfumes — hers. And now — his — slopping gaitlessly by, such
a narrow frame that the people in the caf¢ were struggling with
their disaffections. For a moment one among them was heard,
probably, to exclaim: “How immensely are we thus fools! The
man has lost a woman, and for that he has lost his entire life!
We must forgive ourselves our reckless

hatreds and pursue this man to the point of
™ dumb squeezing, so that he will know

il ||.f i "-.I ffff;
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" that there can be high, sailing victories!

B ~ And then the others guffawed. They
' \,ﬁﬁgﬁ thought the man was just ill, and they

g@. | laughed, and guffawed, and sneezed.



They developed an irritability about them not moments later.

Still thinking of her with sick envisioning. How they had
made love. How they had not made love. In a kiss there is the
avalanche of union. Everything comes down, even the soft
bitter blond hair of her. In the flesh she was never there, so
that with each screw Stilson felt as though he'd known her less
and less. Like trying to see how a shadow basically evaporates
into the dull ground. In a loaded .45 there 1s the deliverance
from those kisses, the final rubbing out of all that endless,
useless stuff, romantic jive, Lord, nonsense and et cetera! How
beautifully did Harry Stilson caress mentally this notion. How
beautiful the hand that groped the graceless miracle in forty-
five points, and only one then, beautifully rung, the one sound
of the one salvific bullet.

And for a second, the waves departed and there she was.
Clawing at a wavey blunted rectangle of old

~ love. And there he was, setting aside his

v Gl ™ life like a bag of laundry and going deep,
NG - " deep, e’er deep into her voiceless body.
.~ Into the gentleness of a pure tango of

qa;’;: W strings. Into the summit of a vacuous
ge?&‘?*‘ | intelligence, where he could float not



despondently beside her maddened image, where she could
revive at his calling — and for ever, and for ever, and for ever,
he would always be her pride and he would lose his arms in
loving her and that would be okay.

The expressionless coroner pulled amateurishly at a gorge
in Stilson’s head, quadrant q.13.454. He set aside his gray,
vague instruments thereafter, and, removing the button’s catch
from the insleeve of his little pea jacket, produced a Malibu
cigarette (sans tube), went outside, and asked the garbageman
if he hadn’t had a matchstick. The garbageman laughed
eventually, his hand slipping into a wide pocket in his vastly
creased coveralls and the whole time guffawing, guffawing
with the urgency of ambulances streaming through the tight
corners of the Earth.

“Here y’ar,” he said, “what’d that body die of, y’ar?”
The coroner activated the lighter and the
smoke from his filterless Malibu
». cigarette screeched through the sunles

| ” o \ ¥ ' late afternoon day. Turning his head up,
nostrils emitting fogstuff, eyes bewildered

| ; &;%f " for no reason at all, responded: Not sure;
%ﬁ% himself, maybe. The garbageman guffawed and

guffawed hard.



i wonder, | |
does my existence mean something?
or is it nothing?
does my absence feel something?
or is it nothing?

*
i wonder,
the way the stars' presence is seen the
way the moon's absence is felt do'i
stand close to those valuable things or
is my value nothing?

i wonder,

if i'm still a 12-year-old

who thinks of herself as a burden

or am i not even a burden?

i wonder

am i bound to be this way?

fated to be extra baggage,

sitting heavy on someone’s shoulders

and

waiting for them to let out
the annoyed, tired sigh *
knowing that it's coming
whilst counting every minute
until they get tired of me

i wonder

why do I do this to myself?

why can't i accept that maybe
maybe, i'm something too?

why can't i accept love?

witho;t having to imagine a day

where they get irritated of me
where they get tired of me
where i become ordinary

why do i keep on calculating?
the time left,
left for them to get fed up of me.



I wonder
is it because, a part of me is scared
that they rmght realize someda_ -
realize, thati’m r aic'ga o
and i live fcarmg for that day

to arrive. &

o
Vel

i wonder,
ifit's true?
aybei don't fit anywhere
unfit just like a mismatched puzzle
because i'm just an addition-
addition, to an already crowded room
" that has no worth at all

addition, that is merely a burden
=

i ask myself

is it just a phase?

a phase that is meant to end someday a phase
that is meant to make me feel this way or

Is it a realization that i came across

a realization that maybe it’s true?

i wonder, if i'm anything other than nothing?
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'>'® when dark and light are done 0 %)
when cracks in the sky fade away

when desert clouds drop

cool water soft on saltillo tiles,
washing away shallow plant roots of past
views

i step from the kitchen sink, unwavering,
as wind honeys the room

with silver soothing beams
and embers of dusk —

i remain steady, a timeless piece in the
house.
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I stand frogen [oo/(_ing down at my bare
feet, illuminated @y radiances of [igbt from
every direction. Twitc/ving my toes and

c[enc/ving my fingers, I try to gain a sense of
my Consciousmess, a bint of my current state.

I feel [z'glvter in m)se[f, [i/@ eve;ytlaing {s
suddenly clearer. My soul itse[f fee[s [i/@ it
bas become lucent, fi”ing every part of my
boc{y with a feeling [ can on!y articulate as
eup/ooric.

[ raise my bead tenmti've[y, my sea foam
eyes ta/@ng time to adjust to the beaming
lz’g/vt that crashes around me; my boc{y

moves before I do, as z'f it /(_nows where it

belongs in the dreamlz‘/@ world.

S[mr/@ of beat catch wy legs as 1 run, and 1
[ower my eyes to see f[ames w/vir[ing around
tkem, imprinting themselves onto s/oeer,




‘ ruffled fabric — a dress that 1 cannot recall

wearing. It is as if t/ogy are becoming a part
of my being, but it does not burn me—it
gives me [z’fe.

Breatbhs of [augbter burst from my chest as
I bas/v’n the sensation of pure serenity,
twines of [ig]vt [acing around my s/@n and
intricateb engraving it. 1 stare in awe at
the etc/vings, spinning around and [z’fting

my gaze curiousb’ to this uneart/v[) Place. x -.

Dapp[es of sun[igbt s[z‘p tkroug/o ckeriy
blossoms, weeping willows dmpe lbrotective[)}
over deer f[ec/@c[ in go[den spots, while [zb
Pads gleczm with their own balos. The air
that escapes me is s/m/g, [ can ]mrd!y tell
where 1 end and nature loegins—it all glows.
[t [00/(5 as z'f the [iglvt should be consuming
me, overpowering me, but it does not; it is
connected to me, 1 fee[ it guiding my steps.




I fee[ its emotions as it swirls around me;
the b[iss, the Lrust, the 7oy, e'ver)tking is
barmonious bere. Safe.

But when 1 come to a stop 19) a scattering of
C}chrming dwe[[ings, [ambent under the
constel[ations, [ bear the [igbt speal(z and |
listen b) glancing down at my wrist. A
Wwaxing crescent moon burns me s[z’gbt!y as it
carves into my s/(_in, and 1 let out a gasp at
the fz’rst feelz’ng of pain since | appeared

]?81" €. .

My eyes are questioning, instincti’ue[)
knowing how to communicate tkroug}) this
unique and dulcet [anguage, absorbing the
[z'gfvts cadence. 1t guides me to lookup,
which is when my breatbh is m/@n from me,
ma/@ng me feel [i/(_e I have been struckin
the chest. A total ec[ipse with just a g[z’mpse
of[iglvt resides in the s/g.




It somehow does not cszect bere t/ooug}), as
if it is a decorative celestial event of some
sorts.

Fee[ings of sorrow and gloom build within
me, takjng up my }m[)[y spirits. Yet, the
[ig/vt does not seem concerned, z’nstead, it
wraps around we in comfort. T/arougk the
[z'g})ts solace, and a moment Pondering as |
m/@ in all that 1 am seeing and
experiencing, | fee[ it. 1 get it.

Here in this world, efue;ytloing ma) be
erfect enc/mnting, and magical a Place
t})at {s fu[l of desires, but what trul Ly ma/@s
us fee[ alive? Emotion. Hope. Sometimes, a
balance is needed between two sides of a

scale to remind us of the strengtk of both.

Me[ancka[) and wistfulness; these fee[ings
are unp[easant, but t})ey force us to breathe




cmd baskin bumom emotion. But most

meaningfu[l : t/agy give us kope, a potent
lvope for brig/vter dcgys—just [i/(g this Place.

The moon is a ymbol of this, etched close to
me. This world is a beacon of kope and
fdit/?, [i/@ a companion that you have
wanted, and mqyloe not realised you needed,
_your entire [i fe.

1t is waiting f or_you; it is d[‘feady engmvea’ K
in your beart. =
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As you talk about me as a villain

Your eyes look at me and I will not

look at you as Eve

I know (LRI following every as a woman who doesn't
turn my body makes deserve kindness, nor safety,
every way it curves and shakes

\

my muscles tensing and I am unconcerned.

releasing Too busy beaming oft my
to the pop music in our ears own light
and the ancient chant in to give you satisfaction
our bodies. or follow any of

father's rules.

You want to grab me
possess me I will not be your
make me your property MITTor.
I will not reflect you at

all.

but I will not look at you.

As you stand around me
like vultures I will not be your mirror.

I will not look at you. I will not reflect you at all.
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On the way to my niece's house, | drove around
Aberdeen Washington, over roads with veins of weeds
growing through cracked pavement, searching for Kurt
cobain's house when | came across a toddler standing in.
her fronf yard on top of a plastic Liftle Tikes slide aimed
info a kiddie pool, screaming, crying, fully naked, her face
sour as a lemon, holding a running water hose in one
hand that spouted water in an arch, up and over her head
onto the flooded grass. The toddler pointed at a red ball in
the kiddie pool and squatted in an attempt to ride down
the slide, but the length of the hose would not allow this.
Her mom stood next to her, smiling, trying to get the hose
back from her daughter. “You have to give up one to get
the other,” | thought | could hear the mom saying.

S 2N

The next morning, while | was staying at my sister’s
house to watch my niece as she and her husband drove a
U-Haul loaded with all their belongings to their new home
in the next state over, my niece came walking down the
sidewalk in her pink plastic sandals carrying a sorry
looking dog nearly as long as she was. Her arms wrapped
around the scrappy animal’s chest. “He’s mine!” She said.
She refused to put the dog down until | warned her that
she would hurt her back and could be sore ftomorrow.

After she caught her breath, | said, “Okay, Auntie says
it's time to take the dog back.” But she kept one arm
around the dog's neck and wouldn't [look me in the eye
until | thought of what my sister might say in this situation
and told her, “Hold on to the collar!” And the joy of being
given an adult responsibility overtook her desire to keep
the dog, and together we walked him back to his house,
‘each with a hand on his collar.



After we returned the dog to the neighbor’s house, she
stomped down the sidewalk, past the cookie cutfer houses
with her head furned to the ground. I walked beside her,
watching her heavy head, seemingly too big for little
shoulders, wispy dark hair, and | couldn’t help but think of
a floating plum. As | looked at my niece, the memory of my
mom’s head turning away from me crept in. And then her
face looked up to me, looking like rolls of soft wet taffy, and
she clasped her little hands together to her chest. | was
almost afraid to ask what's wrong, but | did. “Why are you
upset?”

“The dog was mine,” she says.

“You don't want to take care of a dog. It’ll take over
your whole life.” This made her cry louder. “You can’t have
the dog,” | said, because now she’s facing me on the
sidewalk, no taller than a kitchen sink, her hands in fists.
She was starting to pull at her little curls on her head.

She sat on the street curb in front of the neighbor’s
house; her pink floral sundress pulled over her legs, her
head between her knees, her wooden spoon arms
hanging fowards the recently paved road. | sat silently
beside her on the curb.

“I want the dog, | wanf the dog,” she said again, her
voice muffled by her dress. | scooped her up and carried
her back to the house, thinking a change of scenery might
help her forget about the dog. She wiped her tears and
sweat onto the shoulder of my shirt, still crying.

“l want the dog!”

I made microwave macaroni, and we sat on the floor of




the empty dining room with our backs-against the wall,
eating from the same tray. There was only one fork, so my
niece ate her fill first. When she was finished, | ate the.
remaining three-quarters of the macaroni with the same..

fork. PR

Later that day, she and | woke up from our afternoon
nap on top of the covers. She thought having a mattress on
the floor was really smart, and she jumped onto it a few
times, like she was belly flopping into the neighborhood
pool, then fell asleep next to me.

| started gathering up her things as she slept a while
longer, a giraffe stuffed animal in her arms, her body the
same length as the pillow she insisted on placing along the
edge of the bed so she wouldn’t roll off. | didn’t notice she
had slipped away until | heard something like cans falling
in the other room. | found her sitting cross-legged on the
floor of the dim kitchen, backlit by the light of the opened
refrigerator door behind her, holding what | thought was a
small heart with blood streaking down her hands.

| stood silently and watched her, my own heart beating
in My ears. Butf as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, |
realized the heart was a pomegranate. Red juice ran down
her face and arms as she clutched it to her chest, digging
out the candy seeds with her little fingers.






Clinging to your soul tonight,
All night, every night. My mind
Shatters - cyclical nature:
Falling down, pick me up.

Truth cowers even the strong.
I'll reveal my heart, don’t run.
I'm dying. You come, then leave.
It’s only temporary.

Giving up means letting go.

I don’t have your strength.
Show me how you 534 bare the pain of
e & - then goodbye.

What if I keep
Departure

be left

We'll stay, seeping into one.

) you instead?
1 ’ i

W' desires to
alone. Forever

Remending the pain that has
Been festering in my chest.
Let’s cleanse in the crystal veil
Soaring, tracing our bodies.

Putting pleasure before all.
Innately becoming one.
Engorging in pure romance.
How delicate we can be,



But you are not here with me.
Gentle reminders all day:
a phantom touch on the arm,
Daydreaming realities.

Here it comes, a el stab in the heart.
- fix nothing.

Writing can gENE# S
{' o, appetlte for you.
’

I'm rousing my ST
You’re I mtanglble

I'd do anything. It’s true.
A need so strong, I'd consume
you as long as you stay here.
Am I being too clingy?




= 1 * Klaudia Davenport *
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You’re still there.

A muscle unused

Lying dormant, waiting.
Is it my fault

Or the world around me
and what it has given

To me?
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Am I the same with or
Without you?
I am happier, it’s true,
__ But I look back and

= Feel the loss you have brought.
Can we start again?
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@~ .-, Orisit time to say goodbye?
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Hands clasped, surveying this desolate moor,
I’d rather not be here.
You could have chosen any open door. I'd
rather not be here.

The sun shines through the trees, dappling the
ground.
Harsh steps on the painted floor, I'd rather not

be here.

Your face: a frozen picture of joy and pleasure.
Why do you always have to go? Id rather not

be here.

Chest aches hurt a little less, until I think of
you again. Imagine a time and place for us - or
would you rather not be here?

[ yell, “Klaudia, get out of your head! There’s
so much to do.”
But I can’t do anything more. I’d rather not be
here.
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| know my grandmother has always hated me, but never like this.

“Son, why has she started looking like her?” she hollers at Father
as her turbid eyes rake over every inch of me.

For a moment, | think she means Lalita by “her”, my new
stepmother, kneeling at grandmother’s feet, pressing them with
the same devotion she gives the dough for puris. Do | look like
Lalita? I'd have liked to. With her spotless skin, hair the color of
sunlight on bronze, and-a promise to give my father a son, she’d
kept him in thrall and earned grandmother’s blessing in the same
stroke.

It had been months since | last saw my grandmother. She squints
at me. “This filthy dark thing on her face looks like someone’s
rotting betel spit.”

She doesn’t mean Lalita.

The accusation hangs there, expanding with the silence that
follows, and | understand who her is now.

| am nothing like my mother, | want to scream. She left me when |
was five, though | don’t remember her leaving. She was cracked
in the head, they say. Restless and unfit to raise a child or care for
my father. | can never be her. But grandmother’s voice has already
done its work, like a machete slicing me open without warning.

I’'m unsure whether the birthmark on my cheek has always been
this brown or if it darkened overnight out of spite. | hate it. In the
mirror’s threadbare patina frame, | imagine the black-blue pricks
above my eye where the needle will go, looking for a way under
my sKin.



Four centimeters across. Three wide. Focus and pierce straight
through.

| imagine blood suspending into droplets on my chin as | work
the needle beneath the lesion, like a running stitch on casement,
breath swirling in my throat with each pass, until my hand jerks
and the needle slips, dangling from my cheek like a ragdoll
unraveling near the hem. | will keep tugging at it. The puncture

will turn into a hole. My"fingers will congeal together. Get it off,

get it off me, | will scream. | don’t realize ’'m screaming until
Lalita’s knock interrupts, asking me to make tea.

Even if | cut out the birthmark, what then? How will | undo the
curve of my mouth, the tilt of my eyes, the slope of my nose, the
shape of my face, the taper of my jawline, the dip in my
collarbones? Like my mother’s.

| open my braid to cover my cheek and don’t look in the mirror
again. | |

In the kitchen, | put water and milk in the saucepan and wait for it
to boil. Outside in the verandah, the sounds of the crickets fall
flat against the muffled voices. | peek from behind the curtain.
Grandmother is sitting' on the charpoy, with Lalita kneeling at her
feet, massaging her swollen ankles and joints, and veins
protruding blue-green. Father paces the length of the foyer. |
stand still behind the curtain.

“What is this daughter of yours up to?” Grandmother asks in her
grating voice.



“Enough of that school. Look at her bare shoulders and the way
her hair falls on those shoulders. She’s started acting like a wild
animal. You let her run loose, and we can’t risk it. Not with who
she’s becoming.”

Before | know it, I've stepped out from behind the curtain, and for
a moment, | feel my birthmark sting. Phantom pinpricks of the
needle stitch. “What are you talking about?”

Father opens his mouth. Grandmother talks over him. “Nothing
that concerns you.”

“It is about me,” | soldier on. “What do you mean, no school?”

Grandmother’s wrinkles multiply. “It is time we found you a boy
and a family to belong to.”

“But 'm too young. And this.is my family—" The words come out
In raspy breaths.

“That’s for us to decide!” She turns to my father. “Last time, you
promised you’d stop sending her to school. See how her brain
works now. Like a rebel. Like her mother!”

| exhale and run my finger over my cheek. Father lifts a hand
vaguely, as if ’'m the one mistaken. “You won't like it,” | say, staring,
“but I’'m not going to stop going. After two years, | will go to

~ college. The first girl in our family.”

A small drum starts up in my throat. Father’s face is white.
Grandmother’s lips purse, and her face is gravid with rage. She
rises from the charpoy, the wood creaking under her.sudden
weight shift, and crosses the verandah faster than I've seen her
move in years.



She grips my hair and wrenches my head back and forth. The room
tilts sideways. | feel my scalp smarting from her nails. “You look as ugly

as her. | see you act like her, too. Maybe | need to slap some sense
into you, the way | slapped it into her.”

When | hit the floor, | stay for a moment before getting up. My ears are
still ringing. Grandmother smooths her sari down over her hips, and
lowers herself back onto the charpoy with a straight face.

“Tea,” Lalita reminds me and turns back toward grandmother’s feet,
pressing her thumbs into the arch of each foot. Grandmother lets out a
satisfied groan.

| go to the kitchen. The water and milk are simmering. | pour it into the
cups without the tea leaves and carry them out to the verandah. “Tea,’ |
say. Grandmother doesn’t even look up.

| don’t give her the cup. Instead, | pour the liquid over her feet. | empty
the rest from the other cups too.

Lalita scrambles back, the cup falling, her dough-press devotion
evaporating like steam from the tea. Grandmother is screaming and
rubbing her ankles and swollen joints that have reddened. The blue in
the veins has turned into an angry purple. | imagine the needle going
through her skin, popping the varicose as it goes.

Father runs toward her. Lalita’s mouth is open, her hand now against
~ her forehead, but she doesn’t utter a word. No one steps toward me.

| touch my cheek, where the birthmark hides under my hair. | tuck the
strands behind my ear. “l will go to college,’ | repeat. “That’s what my
mother would want.” | walk past all of them, back to the kitchen, to put
the cup away.






| Ghink Ghey’ve forgotten that | am more than my body.
| hink [ Ghat | am [ my body.
-lshey’ve forgobten -l am _
N they've [ligotten [ my body.
N they've forgotten [T my body.
= = L= ==

. Slogoten R~ |
| hink he [l forgotten [ 2l [lre B my body.

| ve forgobten that | am more tbhan my body.

| IR ve forgoen thats | am more [
e o oo




Cassandra Arencibia




Shower water smells like the creek outside.

Water swims with krill of lead and sediment.
Vermin.
Cramped and coveted kitchen.
A single counter top long.
Christ reaches across the table to tap a friend’s
shoulder.
Bread crumbs.
Landlord’s spraying for pests.
Vermin.
Landlord’s leaving rolls of quarters for our laundry.
~ Vermin.
Clean up after yourself and maybe it won't happen
again.
Vermin.
Mother Mary printed on cheap, royal blue blankets.
Something living for a cat to play with.
Whistling out of tune for the creek.
The creek overhung with a graffitied, mossy brick
arch.

Full of happy, living vermin.
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iused to think the girl would arrive eventually.
everyone spoke about her with such certainty that i
assumed 1 had simply missed her somehow.
my mother bought dresses she would like
my teachers praised the handwriting they imagined
belonged to her {3
relatives smiled at me with the strange tenderness people ..
reserve for futures they think they've already witnessed W
& 1 kept waiting.
1 thought maybe she was running late.
maybe she would appear after my first birthday

or my tenth

or after puberty, because everyone said bodies know what -~~~
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so 1 waited while they pomted at pieces of me they
insisted belonged to her.

fi L 3 | ) s el B SR f b 3 UL L Nt S gn Pl L € Vs N B T,
2 i o g ya 'l e ) -, WS- S i ks
MU R / P e i o - 1 . 2 Y a
R S i) B ¥ Iy RN | i) SR 2 ; E
i '} g oy . g (250 AL ) L R0 4] R (BN ] N X
I P g # 3 s Vit W E) e , I
Ly 1 g e I LS O A . oo ; | 1 i
L L 3 BT e b e e e e S e e ! .
|
Ry L ; § (ﬁ\ A
13 | \ ¥4
i |
[

my laugh.
my hair.
my lips.
my name.
so 1learned to carry those things carefully, the way
children carry someone else’s groceries, terrified of

 dropping something that was never theirs to begin with.
| ' sometimes 1 wondered whether everyone else could see her

standing just behind me. whether that was why they
always looked through me instead of at me.
whether 1 had become the outline around a person 1
couldn’t find.
it took me years to understand that 1 had never been

 waiting for a girl to arrive. everyone else was waiting for

one to disappear.
she never did.
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You cannot keep living like this.
You can’t. You must leave.

You must.

You must.

You have been the dusk for sc long
It is time to become the dawn.

Yes. The dawn.

You are. And dusk becomes dawn
when the sun comes back.

It can. You have to allow it inside.

But what is this?

Ah, I see.

Yes. I see.
What you cannot.
This is not true. You cannot

see past the dusk.

And past the night is the dawn.
It does. I can see it.

You need to open your eyes.

Ican. I can.
ITwont.

I won’t.

The dawn?

But I am dusk.

The sun is not coming back.
There is no ‘inside.’ There is
Jjust this.

There is no ‘this.’

You see?

See what?

I can see just fine.

Past the dusk is the night.
Endless night.

Dawn does not exist.
Icant.

They are open.




N\ N

No. They are not. You refuse to see.
You can. You just pretend you cannot.
Because dawn is a scary thing.

So is the dusk, yes. But dawn is scarier.
Because it means you have to let in the
light.

Letting in the light makes you afraid.
You are. This is okay. It is okay to be
afraid of the dawn.

[ see.

No. But I see the dawn much better.
It can be.

[ see.

I exist in the dusk, but I also exist
in the dawn.
Then how am I here?

No. That is your job.

That is a lie. It is okay to lie,
here, in the dusk.

Yes. Dusk hides the light.

/ can't see.
Why would I pretend?
So is the dusk.

Why is dawn scarier?

{ am not afraid.

{ am not afraid.

You don t see. You do not
understand the dusk as 1 do.
That is not me.

It won t be.

Stop this. You don 't see. You

exist in the dusk just as I do.

That is not possible.
You are a liar:
{ am not a liar.

I’'m not.

The dusk is a liar?

Hiding is not the same as




But that is what you do. And

you are a liar.

Just like the dusk.

Open your cyes.

And what happened when you
opened them?

It is okay to burn. The sun burns,
and the sun is a part of dawn.
Why?

Yes.

Who says so?

I don’t think so.

One cannot be too dark.

The light burned you. If you were
too dark, then you would not be
able to burn at all.

I Know.

You can. You just have to burn a little.

lying.

I am not a liar.

I've tried already. Long ago.

I burned.

I burned too much.

Why did I burn?

Because the light was too
much. I was not meant to take
in so much light.

The sun.

I burned because | was not
meant to be the dawn. I am
too dark for the light.

I am.

But it hurt.
I cant do it again.

Burning hurts.




[ know.

Many good things have to burn as they

are created.

You are transforming from dusk to dawn.
The light.

Many things burn. But the burning will
end, and burns become scars.

Scars show that you have taken in the light.

Yes. First you have to burn.

When will you be ready?

You will never be ready.

You cannot be dawn unless you are ready.
When will you be ready?

Is that not enough?

Yes. If you want to be ready,

why can’t you be ready?

Who ever feels ready for anything?

You will never be ready. You can only
hope to be.

It is enough for the dawn.

I don't want to hurt again.

Am | being created?
Who is creating me?

But the light burns.

Scars are signs of hurt.

But first I have to burn.

I don 't know if I'm ready to
burn.

I don 't know.

I don't think I am ready.
I don't know.
I want to be ready.

To want?

Because I don t feel like I am.

And that's enough?

Really?




The dawn is never ready for the sun
to come. It waits for the light, and
wants it. The sun chooses when it comes.

Do you want to be burned?

And you understand that you must burn first?
And you remember that the burn will fade?

That you will bear the sun’s scar?

Then you are ready for the light.

You are.

I will be the dusk. I will be the dawn.
Perhaps. In the light.

[ do. But we are in the dark,

and so you cannot see.

They are ugly, but they are products
of the light.

Yes, ugly. But they are full of light.

I want the light.
No. But I want light. [ want to

accept the light.

I do.

I do. I want the dawn. | want
to know 1’'m not too dark to
burn.

Iam?

What will you do when |
become dawn?
Will I see you again?

Do you have scars?

What do they look like?

Ugly?
Can something of the dawn

be ugly?



Yes. Because we have to burn to
become the light.

What is ugly?

Do you see?
So you are ready?

Can you see the light?

And then you will become the
beautiful dawn.

Then you shall go.

Yes. Go.

I know.

What for?

The light was always yours to take.

You are a product of the light.

You always were. You just needed

to open your eyes.
Who am 1?
Who are you?

We are light.

Then | will become ugly?

I don t know.

I think 1 do.

I am.

I can. It is bright. It will burn

me.

I am ready.

Are you sure?

I don 't want to be the dusk
anymore.

Do I say ‘thank you'?
Letting in the light.

Was it?

I will be.

I see now. Because of vou.
I don 't know.
Idont... know.

We are?




We are light. And now I have to go?

You said you were ready. [ am.

Then, go.
Okay. 1 will go. Goodbye,
Dusk.

Welcome, Dawn.













(she/her) is a 20-vear-old writer withe a
passion for rmany things creative, but
especially writing. her journey started
when her lifelong love of reading led her
(o discover fanfiction as a rmedium, and
she joined a cormunity of likeminded
people. ever since, she has found corort
and jov in expressing herself through
writing.

Sae

is a Los Angeles based filmmaker. poel.

and playwright striving to foster enpathy

through art. From writing personalized

poerns for passershy outside of LAS oldest

independent bookstore every Sunday. to
making Chaplin-esque silent films about

loneliness and human connection once a
ronth, San lives to make other people leel

seen and validated. More work can be

found on Amazon. YouTube. and in various

online literary magazines.

[ anm & student and an avid reader who

enjovs writing. I am particularly drawn to

introspeciive fiction that explores the
feraale experience. and 1 ara currently
working on a novel and regularly write
poetry.

is a Kansas City based photographer
who had a passion for capturing life as
raw and real as it comes.

is a 2I-vear-old undergraduate student
studying Psychology with minors in
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University in the Bronx, New York. She
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is a poet whose work combines a
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drawing inspiration fron writers like
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debut publication.




cHatilde Bray

is a student photographer from New
York State, USA. She loves 1o
experinent with many different photo
techniques and styvles. Her work
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chronic illness has had on her life.

(she/her) is an author and artist from
the Hudson Valley. New York. Her
work has previously been featured in
The Periwinkle Pelican, NAME
Magazine, The LLavender Review, and
is forthcoming with Dog Throat
Journal, Last Leaves Magazine, and
Silly Goose Press.

Loty Werd

iSs a writer who grew up in West
Virginia and now lives in New Jersey.
Her art primarily focuses on
detachment. and how we view
ourselves as part of a larger
environment. She also enjovs
spending linne exploring and with
friends.

A E. olee

is a lover of horror films. loud
nwusic and generally being a
nuisance where acceptable.
She writes for fun and for her
degree.

Cudits gkt

is an Australian writer who cralfts lyrical
fiction with bite. Her work has appeared in
Trembling with Fear. Black Hare Press.
AntipodeanSE Dug Up Magazine. 101 \WWords,
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longlisted for the 2026 Furphy Literary
Award. When nol wriling, she can be found
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olilltan Qloceer

(she/her) is a 19-vear-old tutor. university
student and amateur poet writing from
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Her work focuses on the transformation
of experience and erotions into poetry.
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world in new ways.

is a New York based writer. Their works
have appeared in publications such as
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English from Fordham University.
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grew up in rural Colorado but now
lives and wriles in Buenos Aires,
Argentina. She enjovs continuing (o
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and dreaming up new things to try.
Her work can be found in The
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and more.

is a nurse by day but lost to writing by
night. She is a researcher of trad wives,
Andrew Tates and other strange creatures.

is an Arizona based artist with focus on
drawing, painting. and design. Blending
technical skills and abstract traits, her
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recently graduated from Arizona State
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nmundane setlings.

is currently a student at the
University of Dhaka under the
department of mass conmmunication
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is a fiction writer and MFA candidate at
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is a fiction writer from India. She was
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shortlisted for the 2025 RK Anand Short
Story Prize and the Alpine Fellowship.
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Print blog. Hamumock Magazine,
MeanPepperVine, Mistake House, and
elsewhere. She is an MFA in Creative
Writing graduate from Miani University.

E. D Ambrase

is a nonbinary author who focuses on
the dark and macabre. They tend 10 sink
their teeth into the pain and euphoria of
gender; political rage. and the fight
against Al You can find their work
published on Forest and Fawns website
as well as in the anthology "All The
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lives in New Jersev. She writes, crochets,
and lives wilth strav cats. More of her
work can be found in Grande Dane
Literary and Two Children.

is an undergraduate student at Enaerson
College. You will most often find her
wrilting her time travel novel. plaving,
Minecralt, or peting every dog she can
find.



is a high school student frora Canada
who loves wriling poetry and telling
stories that feel a little too personal for
conort. Her work has been recognized
by The New York Times, and outside of
writing. she plays both cello and piano.
Most of her tine is spent overthinking
sentences, collecting oddly specific
observations, and pretending she'll fix
her sleep schedule soon.

is a desert lover with a big heart. She has
her bachelor's in International Education
and is a yvoga and high school teacher. She
adores spending time with loved ones,
cooking and eating, speaking Spanish.,
drinking her morning cafecito, reading,
writing. traveling, and romanticizing her
sweet sinple life. In high school she went 1o
state for Poetry Out Loud. She has been
published before, but it's been many vears
because life happens and she’s only
recently started subnitting her creations
again. Her partner has been encouraging
her 10 get to know the world's many writing
communities out there by not only reading
tons by other writers, but by sharing her
WOrk 100. She is someone who sees beauty
in resilience. in what persists. Her work is
often rooted in an attentive reverence for
the evervday.

Harley LETHALM currently writes under
dvophenes of Rhodes and bridges. elc.
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(any pronouns) is the pen name of an amateur
writer; musician, and actor floating between
Southern and Northern California. They're either
engaging in fanfiction about their latest obsession.
pouring their heart out on the notes app, making
another outline for a book that will never gel
written., or avoiding anvthing related 1o writing at all
costs. More of their works can be found in Teen Ink.
Reflections Magazine. Evanescent Magazine,
Marketed Magazine, and the Anerican High School
Poets anthologies. Stalk them on Instagram
@atethewriter.
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is a lover of all things creativity and
inmagination. She takes inspiration from
her most favourite reads, characters,
writers. nature., and anvthing else she
loves. She believes in the power of
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	Shadow
	Self
	I avoid sunlight as one might avoid their math teacher after a particularly dreadful exam. The result is about the same. One cannot avoid their faults forever, and no one knows this better than I.
	I feel most comfortable—or rather, I feel least uncomfortable—because I can’t remember the last time I actually felt comfortable or good, when the sun has set. When there is only the moon to keep me company.
	Cute Like
	She’s Supposed

	To
	Tank top, short shorts, Amazon shoes —
	Something had to give —
	But no one looks down anyway,
	Unless it’s at their phones.
	She looks cute like she’s supposed to,
	Safe from obligatory gossip
	If not inevitable judgment
	From grandmas and conservative warriors.
	Why isn’t she smiling?
	Well, one can’t be happy all the time
	And often the most miserable people
	Are those who smile 24/7.
	She isn’t playing a part
	Despite the obvious costume
	Which some might call a uniform
	But uniqueness is the fastest route to loneliness.
	All she wants is not to want,
	An unintentional Buddhist monk
	Whose concept of satisfaction
	Is forgetting what satisfied means.
	Tomorrow will be different
	Albeit more of the same:
	Fresh tank top, new short shorts, muddy shoes,
	Why isn’t she smiling?
	ormal
	irl
	all
	Passed by Victoria’s Secret
	On her way to the ice cream shop
	Which meant the ice cream shop
	Was no longer an option.
	While everyone got hyped for hot girl summer
	She sat there pining for normal girl fall
	When she could eat a sleeve of Oreos
	Without staring in fear at the bathroom mirror.
	She’d never fallen for “body positive”
	Nor any euphemism for the physically disadvantaged Understanding that being approved
	Didn’t equate to being celebrated.
	Not that a slender silhouette
	Won any special favors from the sun,
	Just another way to stand out
	By not standing out at all.
	Still there were standards and lanyards handed out
	To anyone who longed to belong anywhere
	So the ice cream shop would have to wait
	At least until the end of September.
	Visceral Fire
	couldn’t tell you southern moons or oil torches as we drove through midnight singing old seasons, not needing anything more. was the black cat crossing the street our tether? do we grow with music like plants? when was the last time we curved in poem? would you take passion now or more time? what plans have left you for sweeter ones waiting? would you travel south to catch stars on the side of the road like your mama did over 30 years ago? she swam with water moccasins and high tailed it over state lines to see bon jovi and some called her a sinner. she got whooped real good, but mama was all tug of commas in buckling breath. a natural born go-getter.
	would you do it all again?
	Simple Math; Fractions
	by Sienna Gallus
	My face is hot.
	Input search:
	Results:
	I get up.
	I get up.
	(bodies on the floor of our classrooms do not.)


	Nor those who couldn’t outrun
	the wreckage of war we fund.
	I have half a mind to fake sickness today.
	And I should not scroll on Instagram today,
	because the home page kicks off with a Kirk memorial; then shrapnel lodged in the leg, the head, the heart of another Palestinian.
	Next a dance trend,
	an ad for a “Grow-your-booty” Pilates challenge,
	then, back to mutilation, then a bikini pic.
	A Hollywood scandal.
	A video of Elon – nearly indiscernible as AI if he weren’t forcing his tongue down Donald’s throat.
	Then a selfie.
	Then a selfie.
	Then a selfie.
	I’m going crazy.
	I have half a mind to disable my account,
	and half a mind to start a livestream
	and cry.
	I’m not going to class.
	Skeletal people follow me back into my bed.
	I dream of one meal a day – if that
	flour and water.
	And when I wake and I eat, I am full and I am empty,
	I remember:
	“Having an armed citizenry comes with a price, and that is part of liberty.”
	And there are parents curled into themselves
	screaming tonight.
	I won’t think of the infants never given a chance to touch their own feet to the ground,
	Before they are nothing but flesh
	in a concrete collapse.
	I have half a mind to
	click “don’t show me posts like this again.”
	I want to turn my head;
	want to go on and live.
	But they are dead.
	Question:
	If you subtract the innocent and add some thoughts and prayers, what do you get?
	Answer:
	I don’t know. I haven’t fulfilled my math requirement yet.
	I have half a mind to place a bet on the names within the Epstein files.
	I have half a mind to buy up and preserve every contraceptive for miles.
	I have half a mind to erase myself as lawmakers sought.
	Half a mind to sink your billionaire yacht.
	Half a mind to be the next Aaron Bushnell.
	So I can get my mind off my friends in a cell.
	I have half a mind to force you to see
	the crimes of genocide they don’t show on TV.
	Half a mind to tell you we can’t agree to disagree
	on who gets to thrive on and profit from fascist liberties.
	I have
	I have
	a whole, still-beating heart
	and I have half a mind.
	And I am reminded not to find any solace
	because a man has died - (presidentially recognized!)
	A man who has rooted for,
	hoped for,
	prayed to his god for,
	the death and dehumanization of
	billions.
	And my face is hot,
	and I have half a mind to stop trying.
	And there is a fear in me
	that to write this is to ask for my murder
	– a plea
	for my grief to be met with a bullet –
	This is the American way (at least, after we stole its land).
	Violence aimed at conquering violence, ununited we stand.
	Because freedom is granted or stolen by the hand of a
	gunman,
	but if I lay myself down, who will cry for them then?
	Who will cry for the boy: his eyes sunken in.
	Who will cry for the eighteen-hundred whose bodies were misplaced and their records erased from within,
	where they were held in custody for having brown skin.
	And who will fume and who will unravel at the racist masses
	that booed when a professor uttered his title,
	while teachers risk their lives in their classes,
	but shame on them for not teaching the Bible.
	Politicians, do you too mourn?
	Because grave after grave, urn after urn,
	we finance the obliteration of the lives yet to be lived.
	I have half a mind to lose faith in it all.
	It’s not you.
	It’s
	[not]
	me.
	Today, the cold will be unforgiving,
	and you and I will know why.
	Any sliver of skin exposed will be bitten by frost,
	the memory of sweet monogamy
	lost.
	[A lake house in Vermont; brother who does hallucinogenics while his fiancee sleeps around; a feline without a name; sleeping on my side, my pillow takes the shape of your shoulder every night.
	These are all forbidden topics.]
	There we are happy
	at the beach. Young, sandy love reproduced in watercolor, hanging beside your bed. Poured so much love into you: dried dried dried
	dried dried
	up.
	You will have to ruin your walls to get rid of me. I will have to ruin myself.
	You called today to say you’re moving out of your apartment,
	leaving a paint-stripped bedroom behind.
	I find it amusing –in a gut-wrenching sort of way– that all that I’d created for you would not be removed easily.
	To remove my love is to disfigure.
	Off to find someone who can join in my rituals of crying [unprompted]: running my fingers through my hair in the shower and counting the clumps that [concerningly] amass near the drain: flooding the bathroom [on accident]:
	I become a wet thing. Not a girl.
	A rotting apricot;
	I’m all mush and the world gets slimy with my spoil.
	You can find me sticking to the side of the compost bin,
	waiting for someone to dump me, waiting to be absorbed into the soil.
	Hypothetical euphoria: being used again.
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	I’m wondering about surveillance;
	spyware
	—How did my phone learn
	That I feel different about us
	now?
	The posts generated “for you [me]”
	are no longer about love —with you.
	They’re about kissing girls.
	You’re asleep next to me.
	Am I sick?
	And I love the way you purse your lips when you’re lost to the nighttime. And I love how you learned Paramore for me on the guitar. And I love your strong hands, your seafoam optics, the way you rent out a studio apartment but never buy any dishes or silverware.
	The cabinets are empty.
	I squeeze my fists. My nails puncture my palms.
	I hate myself for entertaining the idea of something more than this. I don’t know if there could ever be something more than this.
	My doctor shakes her head. They double my meds.
	You are seared into me.
	These years are irremovable by lime and vodka, by psychotherapy, by those who want to see me naked.
	You. are. always. there.
	Again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again again and again and,
	Your presence begs the English language to synthesize a word
	that is deeper
	and rawer,
	and richer
	and more excruciating
	than “love.”
	I want to take you back to the beach. When the world slowed on its axis, was brought to faultlessness. My eyebrows, platinum, and we climbed into the ocean’s freezing embrace in the dark.
	In the dark
	We are perfect.
	–A perfection unachievable in singularity
	or in duality with another–
	To soothe myself:
	Everyone devours and is devoured.
	Everyone inflicts / receives pain.
	Everyone ruins and is ruined.
	Everyone shames / becomes ashamed.
	Everyone is infectious, everyone: infected.
	I don’t know if I should end this [poem].
	I don’t know how to end this [poem].
	I feel too weak to end this [poem].
	I am either lying to myself or to you or to everyone.
	I feel too much to end this [ ].
	You have reached the end of Sienna Gallus’ poem. View next?
	ho can
	ove,
	nce
	ove is
	orn
	Darlene Nicole
	Darlene Nicole
	orridors
	of my
	ind
	There is a spot on my mirror. A perfect circle of solid black. I rub my eyes but the spot stays. I cautiously rub at it with my thumb, but it doesn’t move. Instead, the image of my face starts to warp into a frightening blur. I must be tired, exhausted from yesterday, whatever it was that I had done. I know I need to carry on with my day.
	I walk out of my room and into a long corridor. I know it must be my house, though I can’t remember it being this big. I turn to my left towards the staircase. I begin to make my way down, but each step feels like a mountain, with the drops from one to the other becoming steeper and steeper. The stairs lengthen until I have to throw my entire body off each stair. Finally, there are no steps left. Just darkness. I can’t see past my own hand. I decide that I am dreaming. I leap into the shadows.
	I am in a large room, standing in front of an immense play area. The colours hurt my unadjusted eyes. I have not been to one of these since I was a young child, but I feel an insatiable urge to climb, jump and slide.
	I run into the web of climbing walls and crawl through the frame. I think this is the best dream I have had. I climb to the highest point in the area, reaching the biggest slide I have ever seen. I throw myself down the tube and fall. Then I become faster, then faster. I continue flying down with no sign of an end. I try to grasp the rounded walls that surround me. I open my mouth to scream but stop short as I roll out.
	I am in a living room. I am sure I recognise it. A man walks in and sits on the sofa. I feel the need to conceal myself and sneak behind a sheer curtain. A phone rings loudly. The man jumps then seems to calm once he sees who it is. He picks up the call. He makes a wailing noise and sounds as though he is crying, but I see no tears. After a few minutes, the man ends the call. He grunts and throws the phone to the floor. I feel nauseous and want to wake up. I walk out from behind the curtain and look around for a way to leave. I hear a blood curdling scream and turn towards the noise. The man is standing and staring at me as if he has seen a ghost.
	Emily Alexandra
	a recurring
	dream
	of dirty
	myrtle
	Even in June, the beach can be gloomy.
	The sky darkens to a moody steel gray,
	accompanied by a brisk, salty breeze that dances the
	line between refreshing and uncomfortably cold.
	Clusters of tourists from across the Southeast 
	dot the coastline anyways,
	tossing hard plastic frisbees to their golden 
	retrievers or eating ciabatta sandwiches on picnic blankets
	or meticulously dragging metal detectors 
	across the sand. 
	I choose a spot in a relatively empty pocket of the shore,
	laying out the striped beach towel I borrowed
	from the front desk and emptying out
	the contents of my bag:
	1. cold can of pineapple juice (1),
	2. tube(s) of sunscreen rendered useless by the weather (2),
	3. bag of barbeque potato chips (1),
	4. crime thriller paperback I stole from my mother (1),
	5. pair of wired headphones connected to
	my phone, blessedly silent (1).
	The protagonist of the novel, a hardened lawyer,
	is completely insufferable.
	Still, it’s easy to get lost in the story,
	shutting off the parts of my brain that question
	the dubious ethics of his supposed heroism
	or attempt to piece together the plot twist
	from the first fifty pages.
	(The butler definitely did it, right?)
	Before I know it, two hours have passed.
	My chips are long gone and I tilt the can of juice
	one more time, savoring the last bits of sweetness
	blooming across my tongue.
	I decide that I’ve had enough of the book and fix my eyes
	on the ocean in front of me instead.
	On days like this, water appears a dark olive color,
	lapping at the shoreline with more energy than usual. I
	find myself becoming hypnotized as each swell of waves
	rises and falls, rises and falls,
	subconsciously breathing in tandem with their rhythm.
	Something within me aches to be closer, to count each ripple
	with my own eyes and fingers and taste the brininess with
	my mouth and nose, so I stand.
	I don’t know what possesses me—
	I’ve never been a good swimmer.
	I dig my toes into the sand, feeling the shift of the grains
	from fine to coarse the closer I get to the water.
	Despite the chilliness in the air and overcast weather,
	I am struck by how warm the ocean is.
	It’s as though the waves are holding their arms out to me,
	inviting me to wade further into their embrace,
	away from the cold, away from the crowds,
	carrying me to another plane entirely.
	One where I am
	weightless
	and completely placid.
	For some time, I achieve the kind of tranquility
	that fills me with heartache over the life that could have been.
	A lone seagull calls overhead and shatters
	the moment.
	I snap my gaze to see if it’s coming from the shore,
	only to realize with a start that I can no longer
	spot the beach at all.
	All I see for miles, in every direction,
	is an endless expanse of water,
	shades of green and gray and brown,
	waves building in momentum
	like the climb of an angry pressure cooker.
	I turn every which way,
	desperately trying to make out a line of umbrellas
	along the sand, and lose whatever vague idea
	of direction I once had.
	The water is deep, much deeper than anything I’ve ever swam in,
	and my limbs feel like lead from my dazed excursion. When the
	current finally crescendos and fights to pull me with it, my arms
	thrash like the branches of a magnolia
	during a Carolina hurricane for just seconds
	before I go under.
	Panic rips through my chest,
	white hot and sharp and painful,
	late
	of
	the
	June
	waves

	deciduous
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	Dear Gardener,
	I took your advice.
	It isn’t easy, you know, to pick up the phone,
	cry into the receiver and wet the glass
	of my phone screen with my tears like it is someone’s
	wool-covered shoulder.
	I called my friends, the ones in the photo
	next to my bed and we talked
	for a long time about whatever came to mind:
	the weight on my chest and lunch and New York.
	Once I had cried all of the tears out of my body
	I put on an ugly wool winter coat and headed to the park.
	The trees had all been stripped bare
	by unforgivingly low temperatures.
	Good company made it easier to write until my wrist burned,
	incomprehensible ballpoint scrawl about the quiet misery of the Midwest
	that I could leave buried
	in the fading lines of my journal.
	The rest of the winter passed like this,
	crying and talking and writing,
	waiting for the scent of hyacinth and honey to return.
	Three months of forcing
	myself out of bed
	to take a walk around the frozen ponds and share
	a tattered vinyl booth in the cafeteria with my friends,
	poking around the arugula
	on my plate,
	trying desperately to sink
	into the pleasant embrace of company.
	Three months of reading those mystery books I used to
	love when I was a kid and trying to figure out
	whodunnit
	before Poirot and doing
	yoga zumba pilates.
	Three months of being honest with my parents about
	the loneliness and Wrongness and listening to them say big words like
	professional help and therapy
	and taking a second to at least
	consider it.
	It was a Wednesday in the middle of March
	just warm enough to trek through
	the slush on the street and walk to class.
	I felt it within me, then,
	the shape and feel of it;
	lanceolate smooth,
	real to the touch ,
	sprouting from the gaps between my ribs—a single
	leaflet..
	death keeps my name
	in his mouth
	He always shows up when something in me finally snaps. Tonight, my catalyst had barely finished echoing down the hallway before the Reaper slid through the cracked door of my bedroom. Right on time.
	I lay there, replaying the breakup like a looped punishment. I didn’t need to look over to know it was him. He always shows. He was there after my first heartbreak where I begged someone to stay and offered my heart to them. After the second when I stopped begging. And after all the others when I didn't care enough to cry.
	He crouched beside my bed. I felt the mattress dip, then his fingers hooked into the waistband of my jeans. In one practiced motion, he hauled me over his shoulder, my stomach pressed against his collarbone, my thighs locked against his ears. His grip promised bruises. I let myself go limp. It was easier than pretending I still had weight to him.
	The walk there was long. The cabin waits where it always waits, rotting in the trees like the earth was swallowing it whole. His weight crushed the soggy leaves, mud covered his boots while dirt tracked on his laces. The sharp winds whipped my skin, the rain pelted my hair, the rigid branches snapped on my arms.
	It was dark, the windows were suffocated by scraps of black fabric, the air in the room was stale and the tension was still heavy from my last visit. He slammed me down onto our wooden chair. I sit there tracing the old groove where my nails once begged for escape. The grooves were a map of every time I almost saved myself. The splits finding home in my fingertips. Coils of rope sat by my feet, he never used them anymore. I never left.
	When he came, I knew I was supposed to follow and when I did, I’d forget my own way back.
	He kneeled in front of me, one hand on my cheek and the other on my knee. I flinched. That small, pathetic twitch I hated, the one he loved, because it told him exactly how breakable I still was. He tapped my cheek with two fingers. A mockery of affection.
	His hand slid down, slow and deliberate, to my chest. His palm pressed over my heart with the full weight of his body behind it, enough pressure to make it hard to breathe. Each visit he’d claim a piece of me. My appetite was the first thing to go, my looks followed immediately after. My thoughts belonged to him, any ounce of joy had been striped away, every memory rewritten. My heart kicked violently as if warning me that if I didn’t move now, he’d take the last living part of me. His fingers pressed harder. I felt the sharpness of his nails.
	I jerked at the piercing. He never took my heart, he let that stay heavy with me. It was broken, hurt, and bitter, but it was still with me. He choked me by throat and shoved me backwards. My shoulder blades banged into the back of the chair, I could feel the bruises already forming. I veered my body to the side, cowering away from him.
	His footsteps prowled around me. I raised my head at the sound of his laughter, it was taunting and sarcastic. It was humiliating. Every visit I left with more scarring than I came in with. Every mark made me embarrassed and served as a reminder of him.
	He smirked at me before striking my cheek with his hand. The power swept my body off the chair and onto the ground. My head crashed against the creaky wood. I hesitantly touched my throbbing lips, looking down at my fingertips to see fresh blood.
	He gripped my arm, his nails digging into my skin. He dragged me by the back of my shirt through the doorframe of the kitchen. The collar was pulled up against my throat, cutting my air flow.
	My knees scraped along the jagged flooring and broken glass, tearing holes into my jeans. He finally let go, shoving me before taking a step back. I panted and coughed trying to catch my breath, tears welled up in my eyes. He rolled his eyes as he grabbed his scythe.
	My eyes widened with fear. For once, I second guessed how willing I was to stay. I scrambled to my feet and dashed towards the living room. He took hold of my shoulder, yanking me to the ground. I hit the floorboard, but I didn’t waste a second. I rolled onto my forearms crawling towards the door while my limbs shook and every breath stabbed.
	He caught my ankle and pulled me back towards me. I twisted onto my back and kicked at him as quickly and strong as I could muster. I kicked his knuckles, making him drop the scythe, but as it fell to the floor it sliced my heel. I winced loudly, withdrawing my body away from him. I pushed myself up the wall to steady myself.
	He lunged toward me again, furious now. He swung his scythe as I ducked. The blade caught on my shirt, ripping a hole and leaving a deep scratch on my sternum. I cried out, my hand clutching at the wound. I limped forward, my heel bleeding through my shoe. I grabbed the wooden chair, throwing it into his way and continuing towards the door. I threw my weight against it causing the door to fly open. I darted out of the rotten cabin, through the mud, and hid far into the trees. Cold night air punched into my lungs.
	I didn't look back to see if he followed. I knew I couldn’t escape him forever. I wasn’t running toward safety, I was running into darkness and the unknown. I was running toward a version of me I didn’t know existed yet, but one that won’t succumb to darkness.
	ive Simple Steps
	for a
	erfect Hookup,

	Every Time!

	K. G.
	You were two years old and terrified when you took your first shower. That was later than some of the parenting books suggested, but you were resistant and skittish before you saw the sun. Initially, your only needs were as small as your body: a bar of soap, baby shampoo that was the hue of honey and half as viscous, plus the tiniest washcloth in the towel closet.
	Over time, you accumulated new tools, each more necessary than the last. Conditioner, so your ends could be caressed. Razors, to make you virginal. Acne scrub, to hide the changes. Exfoliant, to slough away until you were pink and raw as sake nigiri. Fragrances. Masks. Buffs. Every frosted
	bottle added to the sink is a delegate
	with something harsh to say
	about the girl in the mirror.
	You will skip meals, medications, and ambitions, but not a scrub.
	Two: Moisturize!
	Two weeks after your tenth birthday, you began to wash your hands more. Too much, people would say. Too many times to count. The violent red scabbing on your hands passed your notice, except for when it was too painful to ignore. Sitting next to you in band class, a girl from the grade below commented on their appearance, her glossed lips wrinkled with disgust. You skipped eighth period and took the bus to the mall. The woman at the store didn’t think anything of a girl your size buying a tub of shea butter in the early afternoon on a Tuesday.
	You always forget the order, but apparently it’s lotion, body butter, then oils. Once the top layer is spread over your thighs,
	your midsection, your elbows, you
	usually pretend there are chores.
	Wash, vacuum, and mop what’s
	already clean. Can’t sit on the couch unless you want a giant,
	indelible smear to horrify all the guests you’ll ever have.
	Three: Make Smart Food Choices
	One apple is about 70 to 100 calories. You found a protein bar that’s under 200, but it tastes like it shouldn’t be edible. A banana is costly at 90 to 100, but it does have the potassium that will assuage your fears of a diet-induced heart attack. Regardless of how well you have mastered the arithmetic, you have gained and lost 20 pounds about one dozen times in the course of your young life. Your mother always prompts you to give keto one more try. (“You seemed happy then.”)
	Starting at eighteen, you began to eat pineapple before dates. It was a myth, your roommate assured you, but you got so entrenched in the habit that it began to scare you to consider not doing it. That was how all your habits developed—who can say if it’s pathology or personality?
	The pineapple was pointless anyway,
	because they never wanted to
	suffer the indignity of their mouth between your legs.
	Four: Dress Your Best
	Five: Play safe—but play!
	When it comes to wasted time, you are long in the tooth. Curate the ensemble, perfume your skin until it’s pungent, abuse your hair, take the pill, step on the scale, cover your acne, walk in a circle with your phone, see if those pants fit, consider an inelegant suicide, make sure you’re still on, toss the extra latex in your handbag, get hungry, question it all, chew gum, analyze your hemline, sweat the whole way there.
	It all seems condensed to a brick of compacted trash when he empties himself, and the best you can hope for is a body laid lax on you instead of just rolling off. You want more, in every way.
	You know it won’t stop—none of it—until you’re no longer
	afraid to be bigger, bigger in every way.
	The difference between knowing and
	growing is a chasm. Keep chewing
	the gum and hope that one day, you’ll be brave enough to jump.
	St. John on the
	Moon
	The moon is in fact
	The woman he wrote about, and
	The monster I dreamed of, and
	The light in the window that said
	Vieni da me, vieni da me, vieni.
	In winter: parla a bassa voce.
	I tell you this void between us,
	Empty, it hurts me.
	She gave me the chance to stay and
	Niente scarpe sul tavolo!
	She told me if I had to have something
	To have that space in the nothingness
	We built between us.
	La luna, così lei chiamavo, dirò—
	I’ll say the name of things I know!
	Everything I can’t have,
	I find it here.
	Moon of memory, waiting for me, yet
	Remembering leads to falsities and
	I lost sensibility somewhere in between but
	Bottling that for later,
	take what you can get or leave it all behind.
	Infinite moon’s arms gathering, collecting,
	cluttering up space with milky old dreams,
	Mindfully disposing what won’t be given away
	Easily.
	I think of it, I drown in it, I suffocate
	Nei tanti dolci vuoti.
	by Amelia Pozniak
	the mercy program, 2025
	by Madeleine Carrington
	Girls
	the crest of mermaid
	in the dark

	ocean
	alleyway
	Toward the ending bulb of moon went Harry Stilson, the stars satin, white, stressing the lowly grottos of sky. It was a little mockery that he walked like that, in the generally sad pace of a man whose complexion is otherwise entirely a sorrowful conceit. Whose devotions shiver as lightning-bugs falling, falling into an emptiness-world. The prideless gait confused the nine p.m. audience at the Putnam Prime. They wondered across the faroff horizon whether or not Harry could be portrayed against the sunlight, or if he was merely a fling of something ghostly. Something inadequately physical, perhaps, a drunkard’s rusted image of crimeless breath as he nears the automobile with keys jingle-janging, hanging, hanging.
	Would they not perceive the upbraided condition of the man with a mix of sympathies! No, it was shocking the modicums of neutral mouth, of no words being sung in the direction of the foot’s midget traipse into the crest of the
	whale. They only uttered the bleakest things,
	half moronic in the way of things, but often
	it is such that the average personality is
	so distraught with a lack of anything or
	nothing at all, that it is common to think
	another man good when all one has to cheer
	up for his life is nothing at all good or decent.
	But Harry just walked up the central part of the pier, which split in seedless dividends toward other, wider structures of ocean and bugle. No beacon spit up chalk-mazes of light, for there was embarrassingly little to discern. There wasn’t a worse criticism than to be excommunicated from the human race, probably, and Harry had felt the bottomless thrum of his heart like a tawdry leaking of the spirit into some inscrutably ecstatic channel in the lost Grace of his countenance.
	There were four or five pimples that lay like dark paint-stains on his nose. The very same nose that used to covet with rapaciousness the drawing-room for the blond sand-smell of perfumes – hers. And now – his – slopping gaitlessly by, such a narrow frame that the people in the café were struggling with their disaffections. For a moment one among them was heard, probably, to exclaim: “How immensely are we thus fools! The man has lost a woman, and for that he has lost his entire life!
	We must forgive ourselves our reckless
	hatreds and pursue this man to the point of
	dumb squeezing, so that he will know
	that there can be high, sailing victories!”
	And then the others guffawed. They
	thought the man was just ill, and they
	laughed, and guffawed, and sneezed.
	They developed an irritability about them not moments later.
	Still thinking of her with sick envisioning. How they had made love. How they had not made love. In a kiss there is the avalanche of union. Everything comes down, even the soft bitter blond hair of her. In the flesh she was never there, so that with each screw Stilson felt as though he'd known her less and less. Like trying to see how a shadow basically evaporates into the dull ground. In a loaded .45 there is the deliverance from those kisses, the final rubbing out of all that endless, useless stuff, romantic jive, Lord, nonsense and et cetera! How beautifully did Harry Stilson caress mentally this notion. How beautiful the hand that groped the graceless miracle in forty-five points, and only one then, beautifully rung, the one sound of the one salvific bullet.
	And for a second, the waves departed and there she was.
	Clawing at a wavey blunted rectangle of old
	love. And there he was, setting aside his
	life like a bag of laundry and going deep,
	deep, e’er deep into her voiceless body.
	Into the gentleness of a pure tango of
	strings. Into the summit of a vacuous
	intelligence, where he could float not
	despondently beside her maddened image, where she could revive at his calling – and for ever, and for ever, and for ever, he would always be her pride and he would lose his arms in loving her and that would be okay.
	The expressionless coroner pulled amateurishly at a gorge in Stilson’s head, quadrant q.13.454. He set aside his gray, vague instruments thereafter, and, removing the button’s catch from the insleeve of his little pea jacket, produced a Malibu cigarette (sans tube), went outside, and asked the garbageman if he hadn’t had a matchstick. The garbageman laughed eventually, his hand slipping into a wide pocket in his vastly creased coveralls and the whole time guffawing, guffawing with the urgency of ambulances streaming through the tight corners of the Earth.
	“Here y’ar,” he said, “what’d that body die of, y’ar?”
	The coroner activated the lighter and the
	smoke from his filterless Malibu
	cigarette screeched through the sunles
	late afternoon day. Turning his head up,
	nostrils emitting fogstuff, eyes bewildered
	for no reason at all, responded: Not sure;
	himself, maybe. The garbageman guffawed and
	guffawed hard.
	mber

	inds
	(tonight, i find comfort
	in an empty kitchen)
	orrel
	Beya


	when dark and light are done  
	when cracks in the sky fade away  
	when desert clouds drop  
	cool water soft on saltillo tiles,  
	washing away shallow plant roots of past views
	i step from the kitchen sink, unwavering,
	as wind honeys the room  
	with silver soothing beams  
	and embers of dusk —  
	i remain steady, a timeless piece in the house.
	low
	I stand frozen looking down at my bare feet, illuminated by radiances of light from every direction. Twitching my toes and clenching my fingers, I try to gain a sense of my consciousness, a hint of my current state.
	I feel lighter in myself, like everything is suddenly clearer. My soul itself feels like it has become lucent, filling every part of my body with a feeling I can only articulate as euphoric.
	I raise my head tentatively, my sea foam eyes taking time to adjust to the beaming
	light that crashes around me; my body moves before I do, as if it knows where it belongs in the dreamlike world.
	Sparks of heat catch my legs as I run, and I lower my eyes to see flames whirling around them, imprinting themselves onto sheer,
	ruffled fabric – a dress that I cannot recall wearing. It is as if they are becoming a part of my being, but it does not burn me—it gives me life.
	Breaths of laughter burst from my chest as I bask in the sensation of pure serenity, twines of light lacing around my skin and intricately engraving it. I stare in awe at the etchings, spinning around and lifting my gaze curiously to this unearthly place.
	Dapples of sunlight slip through cherry blossoms, weeping willows drape protectively over deer flecked in golden spots, while lily pads gleam with their own halos. The air that escapes me is shaky, I can hardly tell where I end and nature begins—it all glows. It looks as if the light should be consuming me, overpowering me, but it does not; it is connected to me, I feel it guiding my steps.
	I feel its emotions as it swirls around me; the bliss, the trust, the joy, everything is harmonious here. Safe.
	But when I come to a stop by a scattering of charming dwellings, lambent under the constellations, I hear the light speak, and I listen by glancing down at my wrist. A waxing crescent moon burns me slightly as it carves into my skin, and I let out a gasp at the first feeling of pain since I appeared here.
	My eyes are questioning, instinctively knowing how to communicate through this unique and dulcet language, absorbing the lights cadence. It guides me to look up, which is when my breath is taken from me, making me feel like I have been struck in the chest. A total eclipse with just a glimpse of light resides in the sky.
	It somehow does not affect here though, as if it is a decorative celestial event of some sorts.
	Feelings of sorrow and gloom build within me, taking up my happy spirits. Yet, the light does not seem concerned, instead, it wraps around me in comfort. Through the lights solace, and a moment pondering as I take in all that I am seeing and experiencing, I feel it. I get it.
	Here in this world, everything may be perfect, enchanting, and magical, a place that is full of desires, but what truly makes us feel alive? Emotion. Hope. Sometimes, a balance is needed between two sides of a scale to remind us of the strength of both.
	Melancholy and wistfulness; these feelings are unpleasant, but they force us to breathe
	Lola Bence
	yclical
	ature
	Clinging to your soul tonight,
	All night, every night. My mind
	Shatters - cyclical nature:
	Falling down, pick me up.
	Truth cowers even the strong.
	I’ll reveal my heart, don’t run.
	I’m dying. You come, then leave.
	It’s only temporary.
	Giving up means letting go.
	I don’t have your strength.
	Show  me how you                    bare the pain of
	Saying hello,                            then goodbye.
	What if I keep                              you instead?
	Departure                          desires to
	be left                alone. Forever
	We’ll stay, seeping into one.
	Remending the pain that has
	Been festering in my chest.
	Let’s cleanse in the crystal veil
	Soaring, tracing our bodies.
	Putting pleasure before all.
	Innately becoming one.
	Engorging in pure romance.
	How delicate we can be,
	But you are not here with me.
	Gentle reminders all day:
	a phantom touch on the arm,
	Daydreaming realities.
	Here it comes, a                 stab in the heart.
	Writing can                       fix nothing.
	I’m rousing my                     appetite for you.
	You’re                   intangible.
	I’d do anything. It’s true.
	A need so strong, I’d consume
	you as long as you stay here.
	Am I being too clingy?
	I’d Rather Not Be Here
	Hands clasped, surveying this desolate moor, I’d rather not be here.
	You could have chosen any open door. I’d rather not be here. 
	The sun shines through the trees, dappling the ground.
	Harsh steps on the painted floor, I’d rather not be here. 
	Your face: a frozen picture of joy and pleasure. 
	Why do you always have to go? I’d rather not be here.  
	Chest aches hurt a little less, until I think of you again. Imagine a time and place for us - or would you rather not be here? 
	I yell, “Klaudia, get out of your head! There’s so much to do.”
	But I can’t do anything more. I’d rather not be here.
	Intertwined
	Lilly Flores
	Choose
	your
	Weapon
	of
	Becoming
	I know my grandmother has always hated me, but never like this. “Son, why has she started looking like her?” she hollers at Father as her turbid eyes rake over every inch of me.
	For a moment, I think she means Lalita by “her”, my new stepmother, kneeling at grandmother’s feet, pressing them with the same devotion she gives the dough for puris. Do I look like Lalita? I’d have liked to. With her spotless skin, hair the color of sunlight on bronze, and a promise to give my father a son, she’d kept him in thrall and earned grandmother’s blessing in the same stroke.
	It had been months since I last saw my grandmother. She squints at me. “This filthy dark thing on her face looks like someone’s rotting betel spit.”
	She doesn’t mean Lalita.
	The accusation hangs there, expanding with the silence that follows, and I understand who her is now.
	I am nothing like my mother, I want to scream. She left me when I was five, though I don’t remember her leaving. She was cracked in the head, they say. Restless and unfit to raise a child or care for my father. I can never be her. But grandmother’s voice has already done its work, like a machete slicing me open without warning.
	I’m unsure whether the birthmark on my cheek has always been this brown or if it darkened overnight out of spite. I hate it. In the mirror’s threadbare patina frame, I imagine the black-blue pricks above my eye where the needle will go, looking for a way under my skin.
	Four centimeters across. Three wide. Focus and pierce straight through.
	I imagine blood suspending into droplets on my chin as I work the needle beneath the lesion, like a running stitch on casement, breath swirling in my throat with each pass, until my hand jerks and the needle slips, dangling from my cheek like a ragdoll unraveling near the hem. I will keep tugging at it. The puncture will turn into a hole. My fingers will congeal together. Get it off, get it off me, I will scream. I don’t realize I’m screaming until Lalita’s knock interrupts, asking me to make tea.
	Even if I cut out the birthmark, what then? How will I undo the curve of my mouth, the tilt of my eyes, the slope of my nose, the shape of my face, the taper of my jawline, the dip in my collarbones? Like my mother’s.
	I open my braid to cover my cheek and don’t look in the mirror again.
	In the kitchen, I put water and milk in the saucepan and wait for it to boil. Outside in the verandah, the sounds of the crickets fall flat against the muffled voices. I peek from behind the curtain. Grandmother is sitting on the charpoy, with Lalita kneeling at her feet, massaging her swollen ankles and joints, and veins protruding blue-green. Father paces the length of the foyer. I stand still behind the curtain.
	“What is this daughter of yours up to?” Grandmother asks in her grating voice.
	“Enough of that school. Look at her bare shoulders and the way her hair falls on those shoulders. She’s started acting like a wild animal. You let her run loose, and we can’t risk it. Not with who she’s becoming.”
	Before I know it, I’ve stepped out from behind the curtain, and for a moment, I feel my birthmark sting. Phantom pinpricks of the needle stitch. “What are you talking about?”
	Father opens his mouth. Grandmother talks over him. “Nothing that concerns you.”
	“It is about me,” I soldier on. “What do you mean, no school?”
	Grandmother’s wrinkles multiply. “It is time we found you a boy and a family to belong to.”
	“But I’m too young. And this is my family—” The words come out in raspy breaths.
	“That’s for us to decide!” She turns to my father. “Last time, you promised you’d stop sending her to school. See how her brain works now. Like a rebel. Like her mother!”
	I exhale and run my finger over my cheek. Father lifts a hand vaguely, as if I’m the one mistaken. “You won’t like it,” I say, staring, “but I’m not going to stop going. After two years, I will go to college. The first girl in our family.”
	A small drum starts up in my throat. Father’s face is white. Grandmother’s lips purse, and her face is gravid with rage. She rises from the charpoy, the wood creaking under her sudden weight shift, and crosses the verandah faster than I’ve seen her move in years.
	She grips my hair and wrenches my head back and forth. The room tilts sideways. I feel my scalp smarting from her nails. “You look as ugly as her. I see you act like her, too. Maybe I need to slap some sense into you, the way I slapped it into her.”
	When I hit the floor, I stay for a moment before getting up. My ears are still ringing. Grandmother smooths her sari down over her hips, and lowers herself back onto the charpoy with a straight face.
	“Tea,” Lalita reminds me and turns back toward grandmother’s feet, pressing her thumbs into the arch of each foot. Grandmother lets out a satisfied groan.
	I go to the kitchen. The water and milk are simmering. I pour it into the cups without the tea leaves and carry them out to the verandah. “Tea,” I say. Grandmother doesn’t even look up.
	I don’t give her the cup. Instead, I pour the liquid over her feet. I empty the rest from the other cups too.
	Lalita scrambles back, the cup falling, her dough-press devotion evaporating like steam from the tea. Grandmother is screaming and rubbing her ankles and swollen joints that have reddened. The blue in the veins has turned into an angry purple. I imagine the needle going through her skin, popping the varicose as it goes.
	Father runs toward her. Lalita’s mouth is open, her hand now against her forehead, but she doesn’t utter a word. No one steps toward me.
	I touch my cheek, where the birthmark hides under my hair. I tuck the strands behind my ear. “I will go to college,” I repeat. “That’s what my mother would want.” I walk past all of them, back to the kitchen, to put the cup away.
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