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LETTER FROM

As our debut issue, I wanted this to be as

good as possible. Ever since I’ve started

Aluné Literary, I knew there’s always been

one single goal in mind: to showcase the

complexity of women and shout to the

world, “See? See how beautiful our minds

can be? Isn’t art just amazing?”

In a span of a few months, Aluné had

somehow become something bigger

than me. And as a result, we’ve gotten

Umbra.

THE FOUNDER



This issue took such a long, long time in our

attempt to convey the beauty of the works it

contains, and I sincerely hope it’s worth the

wait. I love the act of making. I am so

grateful for all of the contributors who took

their time to come forward and share pieces

of themselves with us. This is what Aluné

is for.

It means so much to me that our first issue is

about dragging our umbras into the light

and seeing how far we can go once we step

out of the tunnel.

LETTER FROM

THE FOUNDER



This issue is for all of you creatives who

cannot step out into the light yet. We shall

continue waiting and illuminating the way

for you. Like a moon, ever so constant, ever so

bright. I hope you enjoy reading through the

lenses of so many different women, as much

as I did.

With all my gratitude and love,

Lain Pascual

Editor-in-Chief of Aluné Literary

LETTER FROM

THE FOUNDER













ShadowShadowShadow   Shadow 
SelfSelfSelfSelf

Madeline Sewing



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

There is 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
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. I 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
to be seen, to the lack of energy, to the wish that my shadow may remain
hidden from all and everyone I know. 



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 I 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, I
realize my faults are human. My shadow is 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 is. It will always be there, whether the sun or the moon shine
upon it. It is 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?



Cute LikeCute LikeCute Like
She’s SupposedShe’s SupposedShe’s Supposed

ToToTo

Sam HendrianSam HendrianSam Hendrian



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?
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Sam HendrianSam HendrianSam HendrianSam Hendrian



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
Sorrel Beya Fivecoat



 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?







My face is hot.

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

Results:
Call 911 immediately. Sudden paralysis is an
emergency.

I get up.

I get up.

(bodies on the floor of our classrooms do not.)

Simple Math;
Fractions

by Sienna Gallus



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.



Half a mind to buy Starbucks,
and disregard the casualties this chai latte sponsors. 
I won’t think of the faces torn from their skulls.

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.

Sienna Gallus



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.



Cookie Settings

We use cookies and similar technologies to h
content, tailor, and measure ads, and pr
experience. By clicking accept, you agree  tothi
our Cookie Policy.

Accept cookies



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?
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LLLove,ove,ove, OOO ncencence

LLLove isove isove is BBBornornorn

Darlene NicoleDarlene NicoleDarlene Nicole



  ThThou art the truest and the most faithful flame,ou art the truest and the most faithful flame,
whose lips ne’er kindled treacheries.whose lips ne’er kindled treacheries.  

On thy truthfulness my heart may sleep,On thy truthfulness my heart may sleep,  
while thou doth soothe mine evil dreams, so deep.while thou doth soothe mine evil dreams, so deep.

  
Thou art the fairest and the most glorious too:Thou art the fairest and the most glorious too:  

thine eyes are like the jewels I may ne’er forget to wear,thine eyes are like the jewels I may ne’er forget to wear,
andand

thy hair, so soft, is blest by King Midas’ heavenly hands.thy hair, so soft, is blest by King Midas’ heavenly hands.
What more could my desiring heart wish for?What more could my desiring heart wish for?

  
I shall not e’er forget thy virtuous voice:I shall not e’er forget thy virtuous voice:  

thy praises breathe like music to mine ears.thy praises breathe like music to mine ears.  
Speak on, I pray, and sing as Calliope might,Speak on, I pray, and sing as Calliope might,  

for when thou art silent, wicked whispers do haunt me.for when thou art silent, wicked whispers do haunt me.

 Thou art the truest and the most faithful flame,
whose lips ne’er kindled treacheries. 

On thy truthfulness my heart may sleep, 
while thou doth soothe mine evil dreams, so deep.

 
Thou art the fairest and the most glorious too: 

thine eyes are like the jewels I may ne’er forget to wear,
and

thy hair, so soft, is blest by King Midas’ heavenly hands.
What more could my desiring heart wish for?

 
I shall not e’er forget thy virtuous voice: 

thy praises breathe like music to mine ears. 
Speak on, I pray, and sing as Calliope might, 

for when thou art silent, wicked whispers do haunt me.

Darlene NicoleDarlene NicoleDarlene Nicole



Darlene NicoleDarlene NicoleDarlene Nicole

  Indeed, when tIndeed, when thhou art silent,ou art silent,
the voices of men cry in wrath:the voices of men cry in wrath:

Love not! For passion endeth peace;Love not! For passion endeth peace;  
Loose thy heart! For thy mistress’ flame burns hot,Loose thy heart! For thy mistress’ flame burns hot,

and such heat shall consume thee eternally.and such heat shall consume thee eternally.  

But who can unlove, once love is born?But who can unlove, once love is born?  
To still my breath were less,To still my breath were less,  

and to still my heart were gentler:and to still my heart were gentler:  
so Death, come forth and lay me in unbroken sleep.so Death, come forth and lay me in unbroken sleep.  

Tho’ my last sigh escapes these trembling lips,Tho’ my last sigh escapes these trembling lips,
and my flesh leaves this world for quiet rest,and my flesh leaves this world for quiet rest,  

I shall ne’er forsake thee; my Love doth remain, forI shall ne’er forsake thee; my Love doth remain, for
whilst thy mortal days endure, my Love shall ever last.whilst thy mortal days endure, my Love shall ever last.

 Indeed, when thou art silent,
the voices of men cry in wrath:

Love not! For passion endeth peace; 
Loose thy heart! For thy mistress’ flame burns hot,

and such heat shall consume thee eternally. 

But who can unlove, once love is born? 
To still my breath were less, 

and to still my heart were gentler: 
so Death, come forth and lay me in unbroken sleep. 

Tho’ my last sigh escapes these trembling lips,
and my flesh leaves this world for quiet rest, 

I shall ne’er forsake thee; my Love doth remain, for
whilst thy mortal days endure, my Love shall ever last.
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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 f lying 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 f loor. 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.



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 f loor. 

There is a spot on my mirror.

Emily AlexandraEmily Alexandra



















a recurring

dream

of dirty

myrtle

Sam Dubey



Even in June, the beach can be gloomy.Even in June, the beach can be gloomy.Even in June, the beach can be gloomy.   
The sky darkens to a moody steel gray,The sky darkens to a moody steel gray,The sky darkens to a moody steel gray,   

accompanied by a brisk, salty breeze that dances theaccompanied by a brisk, salty breeze that dances theaccompanied by a brisk, salty breeze that dances the   
line between refreshing and uncomfortably cold.line between refreshing and uncomfortably cold.line between refreshing and uncomfortably cold.   

Clusters of  tourists from across the Southeast Clusters of  tourists from across the Southeast Clusters of  tourists from across the Southeast 
dot the coastline anyways,dot the coastline anyways,dot the coastline anyways,   

tossing hard plastic frisbees to their golden tossing hard plastic frisbees to their golden tossing hard plastic frisbees to their golden 
retrievers or eating ciabatta sandwiches on picnic blanketsretrievers or eating ciabatta sandwiches on picnic blanketsretrievers or eating ciabatta sandwiches on picnic blankets   

or meticulously dragging metal detectors or meticulously dragging metal detectors or meticulously dragging metal detectors 
across the sand. across the sand. across the sand. 

I choose a spot in a relatively empty pocket of  the shore,I choose a spot in a relatively empty pocket of  the shore,I choose a spot in a relatively empty pocket of  the shore,   
laying out the striped beach towel I borrowedlaying out the striped beach towel I borrowedlaying out the striped beach towel I borrowed   

from the front desk and emptying outfrom the front desk and emptying outfrom the front desk and emptying out   
the contents of  my bag:the contents of  my bag:the contents of  my bag:   

1. cold can of  pineapple juice (1),1. cold can of  pineapple juice (1),1. cold can of  pineapple juice (1),
2. tube(s) of  sunscreen rendered useless by the weather (2),2. tube(s) of  sunscreen rendered useless by the weather (2),2. tube(s) of  sunscreen rendered useless by the weather (2),

3. bag of  barbeque potato chips (1),3. bag of  barbeque potato chips (1),3. bag of  barbeque potato chips (1),   
4. crime thriller paperback I stole from my mother (1),4. crime thriller paperback I stole from my mother (1),4. crime thriller paperback I stole from my mother (1),

5. pair of  wired headphones connected to5. pair of  wired headphones connected to5. pair of  wired headphones connected to   
my phone, blessedly silent (1).my phone, blessedly silent (1).my phone, blessedly silent (1).

The protagonist of  the novel, a hardened lawyer,The protagonist of  the novel, a hardened lawyer,The protagonist of  the novel, a hardened lawyer,
is completely insufferable.is completely insufferable.is completely insufferable.   

Still, it’s easy to get lost in the story,Still, it’s easy to get lost in the story,Still, it’s easy to get lost in the story,   
shutting off  the parts of  my brain that questionshutting off  the parts of  my brain that questionshutting off  the parts of  my brain that question   

the dubious ethics of  his supposed heroismthe dubious ethics of  his supposed heroismthe dubious ethics of  his supposed heroism   
or attempt to piece together the plot twistor attempt to piece together the plot twistor attempt to piece together the plot twist   

from the first fifty pages.from the first fifty pages.from the first fifty pages.   

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?)(The butler definitely did it, right?)(The butler definitely did it, right?)
Before I know it, two hours have passed.Before I know it, two hours have passed.Before I know it, two hours have passed.   

My chips are long gone and I tilt the can of  juiceMy chips are long gone and I tilt the can of  juiceMy chips are long gone and I tilt the can of  juice
one more time, savoring the last bits of  sweetnessone more time, savoring the last bits of  sweetnessone more time, savoring the last bits of  sweetness

blooming across my tongue.blooming across my tongue.blooming across my tongue.   

I decide that I’ve had enough of  the book and fix my eyesI decide that I’ve had enough of  the book and fix my eyesI decide that I’ve had enough of  the book and fix my eyes
on the ocean in front of  me instead.on the ocean in front of  me instead.on the ocean in front of  me instead.   

On days like this, water appears a dark olive color,On days like this, water appears a dark olive color,On days like this, water appears a dark olive color,
lapping at the shoreline with more energy than usual. Ilapping at the shoreline with more energy than usual. Ilapping at the shoreline with more energy than usual. I
find myself  becoming hypnotized as each swell of  wavesfind myself  becoming hypnotized as each swell of  wavesfind myself  becoming hypnotized as each swell of  waves

rises and falls, rises and falls,rises and falls, rises and falls,rises and falls, rises and falls,   
subconsciously breathing in tandem with their rhythm.subconsciously breathing in tandem with their rhythm.subconsciously breathing in tandem with their rhythm.

Something within me aches to be closer, to count each rippleSomething within me aches to be closer, to count each rippleSomething within me aches to be closer, to count each ripple
with my own eyes and fingers and taste the brininess withwith my own eyes and fingers and taste the brininess withwith my own eyes and fingers and taste the brininess with

my mouth and nose, so I stand.my mouth and nose, so I stand.my mouth and nose, so I stand.   
I don’t know what possesses me—I don’t know what possesses me—I don’t know what possesses me—   

I’ve never been a good swimmer.I’ve never been a good swimmer.I’ve never been a good swimmer.

   I dig my toes into the sand, feeling the shift of  the grainsI dig my toes into the sand, feeling the shift of  the grainsI dig my toes into the sand, feeling the shift of  the grains
from fine to coarse the closer I get to the water.from fine to coarse the closer I get to the water.from fine to coarse the closer I get to the water.

Despite the chilliness in the air and overcast weather,Despite the chilliness in the air and overcast weather,Despite the chilliness in the air and overcast weather,
I am struck by how warm the ocean is.I am struck by how warm the ocean is.I am struck by how warm the ocean is.   

It’s as though the waves are holding their arms out to me,It’s as though the waves are holding their arms out to me,It’s as though the waves are holding their arms out to me,
inviting me to wade further into their embrace,inviting me to wade further into their embrace,inviting me to wade further into their embrace,   

away from the cold, away from the crowds,away from the cold, away from the crowds,away from the cold, away from the crowds,
carrying me to another plane entirely.carrying me to another plane entirely.carrying me to another plane entirely.

(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 amOne where I amOne where I am   
weightlessweightlessweightless   

and completely placid.and completely placid.and completely placid.   
For some time, I achieve the kind of  tranquilityFor some time, I achieve the kind of  tranquilityFor some time, I achieve the kind of  tranquility   

that fills me with heartache over the lif e that could have been.that fills me with heartache over the lif e that could have been.that fills me with heartache over the lif e that could have been.   

A lone seagull calls overhead and shattersA lone seagull calls overhead and shattersA lone seagull calls overhead and shatters   
the moment.the moment.the moment.   

I snap my gaze to see if  it’s coming from the shore,I snap my gaze to see if  it’s coming from the shore,I snap my gaze to see if  it’s coming from the shore,
only to realize with a start that I can no longeronly to realize with a start that I can no longeronly to realize with a start that I can no longer   

spot the beach at all.spot the beach at all.spot the beach at all.   
All I see for miles, in every direction,All I see for miles, in every direction,All I see for miles, in every direction,   

is an endless expanse of  water,is an endless expanse of  water,is an endless expanse of  water,   
shades of  green and gray and brown,shades of  green and gray and brown,shades of  green and gray and brown,   

waves building in momentumwaves building in momentumwaves building in momentum   
like the climb of  an angry pressure cooker.like the climb of  an angry pressure cooker.like the climb of  an angry pressure cooker.

I turn every which way,I turn every which way,I turn every which way,   
desperately trying to make out a line of  umbrellasdesperately trying to make out a line of  umbrellasdesperately trying to make out a line of  umbrellas

along the sand, and lose whatever vague ideaalong the sand, and lose whatever vague ideaalong the sand, and lose whatever vague idea   
of  direction I once had.of  direction I once had.of  direction I once had.

   The water is deep, much deeper than anything I’ve ever swam in,The water is deep, much deeper than anything I’ve ever swam in,The water is deep, much deeper than anything I’ve ever swam in,
and my limbs feel like lead from my dazed excursion. When theand my limbs feel like lead from my dazed excursion. When theand my limbs feel like lead from my dazed excursion. When the

current finally crescendos and fights to pull me with it, my armscurrent finally crescendos and fights to pull me with it, my armscurrent finally crescendos and fights to pull me with it, my arms
thrash like the branches of  a magnoliathrash like the branches of  a magnoliathrash like the branches of  a magnolia   

during a Carolina hurricane for just secondsduring a Carolina hurricane for just secondsduring a Carolina hurricane for just seconds   
before I go under.before I go under.before I go under.   

Panic rips through my chest,Panic rips through my chest,Panic rips through my chest,   
white hot and sharp and painful,white hot and sharp and painful,white hot and sharp and painful,   

One where I am 
weightless 

and completely placid. 
For some time, I achieve the kind of  tranquility 

that fills me with heartache over the lif e 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, 



but as I wind up to yell, nothingbut as I wind up to yell, nothingbut as I wind up to yell, nothing   
spills from my lips besides bubblingspills from my lips besides bubblingspills from my lips besides bubbling   

rivulets of  sea-foam and a mouthful of  saltwater.rivulets of  sea-foam and a mouthful of  saltwater.rivulets of  sea-foam and a mouthful of  saltwater.   
Here, drowning in the vastness of  the Atlantic Ocean,Here, drowning in the vastness of  the Atlantic Ocean,Here, drowning in the vastness of  the Atlantic Ocean,

out of  sight from the thousandsout of  sight from the thousandsout of  sight from the thousands   
of  tourists on the beach,of  tourists on the beach,of  tourists on the beach,   

I’m pulled under the surface one last time,I’m pulled under the surface one last time,I’m pulled under the surface one last time,
untethereduntethereduntethered

completely at the mercycompletely at the mercycompletely at the mercy

but as I wind up to yell, nothing 
spills from my lips besides bubbling 

rivulets of  sea-foam and a mouthful of  saltwater. 
Here, drowning in the vastness of  the Atlantic Ocean,

out of  sight from the thousands 
of  tourists on the beach, 

I’m pulled under the surface one last time,
untethered

completely at the mercy

ofof thethe
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deciduous
by Sam Dubey



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 I do?

HORTICULTURE MONTHLY
JAN 2026

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.



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. 

HORTICULTURE MONTHLY
JAN 2026



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..
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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 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.























Your paragraph text

Soar over cerulean skies,
Patrolling for the next bite.

Loose chippy on the pavement,
Dive.

Spread your wings wide,
Glide in a gust of smoked city

breeze.
Sing your song far, live.

Coo.

Shimmering silver iridescence,
Columbidae,

Take daily, stand against
bigger beasts.

Crane your little head, bold.
Tenacity in concrete cliffs.
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by Lillian Gloverby Lillian Gloverby Lillian Glover



Five Simple Steps
for a P

erfect Hookup,
Every Time!

K. G.
Delmare



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 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
 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. You’re beautiful, you
don’t even know it, but I do, et al. When he invited 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 in 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
                                                                      in a sour cream sea, as if  he were one reflex away
                                                                                  from opening his jaws and dousing you in

bile.

                                                                       Instead, he choked on his own breath and smiled
                                                                            with half  his mouth. Let’s agree to forget

about this.



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

(and these
dreans

I used to
have)



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. 



Vieni da me, vieni da me,
vieni.
come to me, come to me, come.

       In winter: parla a bassa
        voce. 
         speak softly (in a
         whisper)
 
          Niente scarpe sul
          tavolo! 
          no shoes on the table!

         La luna, così lei
         chiamavo, dirò— 
         the moon, that’s what 
         called her, i’ll say—

         Nei tanti dolci vuoti. 
          in these sweet empties

by Amelia Pozniak
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     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. 
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(tonight, i find comfort
in an empty kitchen)

Sorrel
Beya Fivecoat

by



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.



uminara’suminara’sLL
lowlowGG



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



and bask in human emotion. But most
meaningfully, they give us hope, a potent
hope for brighter days—just like this place.

The moon is a symbol of this, etched close to
me. This world is a beacon of hope and
faith, like a companion that you have
wanted, and maybe not realised you needed,
your entire life.

It is waiting for you; it is already engraved
in your heart.

Lola BenceLola BenceLola BenceLola Bence
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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 NotI’d Rather NotI’d Rather Not

Be HereBe HereBe Here

I’d Rather Not

Be Here

Klaudia Davenport



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.



IntertwinedIntertwinedIntertwinedIntertwined

Lilly FloresLilly FloresLilly FloresLilly Flores
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BecomingBecomingBecoming
byby

Ritika BaliRitika Bali

by
Ritika Bali



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.











the girl they keptthe girl they keptthe girl they kept

calling minecalling minecalling mine

i used to think the girl would arrive eventually. 

everyone spoke about her with such certainty that i

assumed i had simply missed her somehow. 

my mother bought dresses she would like 

my teachers praised the handwriting they imagined

belonged to her 

relatives smiled at me with the strange tenderness people

reserve for futures they think they've already witnessed 

& i kept waiting. 

i 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

they're doing, & i had no reason not to believe them. 



so i waited while they pointed at pieces of  me they
insisted belonged to her. 

my laugh. 
my hair. 
my lips. 

my name. 
 so i learned 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 i 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 i had become the outline around a person i
couldn’t find.

it took me years to understand that i had never been
waiting for a girl to arrive. everyone else was waiting for

one to disappear. 
she never did. 

i did.

by karen zhaoby karen zhaoby karen zhao





































Now that Umbra has come to an end, I want to

dedicate this section to none other than my

hardworking team, who, despite the challenge of

creating a large issue (194 pages!) with such limited

staff, did not fail to deliver these amazing works for

everyone to see. Without them, Umbra wouldn’t have

seen the light of day for perhaps another five months.

As I preach for Aluné to become a place where

creatives could finally be seen, I think it’s only fair to say

that my team has become that place for me, too. Within

these people, I am seen. And that is the greatest thing

Aluné could have ever given me: companions I am

proud to call my own.

I wanted to create a place where other people could

feel less alone in their creativity, and in turn, I found a

group of people who made me feel less alone in mine. I

hope all of you find your own Aluné. That is all. Thank

you for listening to my TED Talk.

TO MY DEAR

ALUNÉ TEAM
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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.
	Cookie Settings
	Accept cookies

	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.
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	(tonight, i find comfort
	in an empty kitchen)
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	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.
	the girl they kept
	calling mine
	by karen zhao
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