
ILINIXILINIX
I S S U E   1  |  M A Y  2 0 2 2  

Prose and poetry
focused on the

intricacies of humanity
and emotion.



1

E D I T O R ' S  N O T E  
Hello everyone! Thank you so much for
reading our first volume of Ilinix! We're so
honoured you'd give us and our writers a
shot! I hope you enjoy the following
writing. We've all worked so hard on this
magazine.

One note - while we've tried to keep this
volume SFW, one of the first pieces we
received has some allusions to NSFW
things, though not explicit - we accepted
this before we decided fully to not take
NSFW content. I wanted to mention this
as a forewarning to any writers who had
their pieces rejected due to the explicit
content who may be upset seeing this - it
was taken before our rule was firm.

That's all! Thank you so much

- Your editors : Ash, Mariam, and Rory
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It was almost noon. I was seated in the backseat of a taxi, being driven
from one side of town to the other. I took notice at how much the
downtown skyline shrank and the landscape gradually changed from
concrete jungle to suburban forest. I was getting closer and closer to
my new house, new community, new everything. And the new
surroundings had a different vibe, I could feel it. But what I saw up
ahead said it all; so I sat up and looked intently at it, not believing that
something that grandiose was built, shining bright and rising above the
treeline. 

"Is that a golden dome?" I blurted out. 

"It is," the cabbie replied. "That's The Conservatory. It's some fancy art
and music college."

The cabbie turned off the boulevard onto another street. My interest
peaked, he offered some brief history. The Conservatory was built
around the 19th Century to teach and train aspiring minds. However, at
one time, the neighborhood we were driving through had gradually
fallen into decline due to periodic cultural unrest and demographic
shifts, which affected its reputation and prestige. So the private
school's board of trustees sought to remake the community in its own
image by financing an architectural project. They gilded that dome in
32 karat gold at an exorbitant cost. Rumor had it, it was in the hundreds
of thousands. In the end, it eventually did what it was intended to do. It
sent the area's property taxes and values sky high, forcing residents
who couldn't afford the costs to move out. And with them gone so too
went crime, squalor, congestion, and discontent. It only took two years
to accomplish that feat. Now look at it, affluent, green, flowered, and
manicured, having row after row of nice-looking gray, brown, and rose
colored brick homes. People started calling this distant part of the city
The Gilded Hills and it's been known as that ever since.

"No shit," I said. 

Moving On Up
Wayne McCray
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"No shit," he replied. 

Soon the taxi slowed and double-parked itself in front of this three-
story greystone. It had giant windows trimmed in black, vegetation
neatly climbing its face and sidewall, a balcony above the doorway,
supported by columns, and enclosed by a black wrought iron fence,
which contained a front row of pruned hedges, and its own pristine
patch of thick grass. 

"This is you," said the cabbie, turning the meter off. "Forty-eight bucks!"

I paid the fare with the money my uncle gave me and got out. The taxi
sped off and I stood there looking and looking around. I noticed that
the sidewalks, as far as my vision could go in both directions, were
smooth and different shades of gray. I was also surprised by the lack of
people out and about for a Saturday. I instantly realized that I wouldn’t
find any old men loafing on the stoop, lying and laughing, smoking
funky cigars and cigarettes, and drinking from brown bags. No more
libations on cracked sidewalks. No more loud shit talking about their
poor paying jobs, dumbass white folks, stupid niggers, folks who had
simply lost the good sense God gave them, or whatever.

I was already missing them. I found ideas in those tales and put it to
graffiti. Talks about what previous brave but dead souls had done to
survive this town and world and their valiant attempt to leave it a
better place than how it was given. Even stories of ruthless and
villainous people were cool. Men and women who just said fuck it, let
God sort it out later, and became legendary. That's what I thought
while I stood there, still looking around, and taking it all in. What
around here had that usefulness? 
  
So yes, I would miss them and what they inspired. But then I wondered
what do these kids do for fun. I really wondered about that. What was
there to do around here? I seriously doubt they did what I did. This
landscape didn't need my form of artistic and visual expression. It was
already beautiful. So, what do they do? Do they play sandlot football?
Cabbage softball? Strike-out? What? I bet that fire hydrant over there
has never been opened up during a summer heat wave. I figured a big
adjustment lay ahead. 
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Finally, I walked through that snap shut gate, up the limestone steps,
until I reached a glass stained hardwood front door. I rang the doorbell
a few times, which chimed loudly, and I could see a dark opaque figure
approaching. A door opened, then another one, before I was greeted
and squeezed lovingly by Pearl, my mama. Soon the entry room
became a white parlor and I was awed. I saw ridiculously high ceilings
and to my left a staircase going upward into an intrusion of sunlight.
The place was massive. 

"So, how was your uncle?" Mama asked. 

"My uncle? He's alright." I said. "So was the hotel. That place had it
going on. Nothing like this though."

"Yeah, right." Mama replied. 

I unshouldered my overnight bag, letting it hit the wooden floor, and
began touring the place. I went down a narrow hallway, noticing there
were stairs underneath the staircase. I opened the first white door to
find a small bathroom. From there, I went past the pantry and into the
kitchen and a large family backroom. When I turned around I saw
straight through to the dining and living rooms. I rested on the island,
thinking at first glance that this was really nice. Having a lot more
depth and space. A whole lot more. That was for sure. This floor alone
outdid our old house easily, which wasn't much in the first place. Still
though, I didn't expect this.

"I like where all the black trim is." I said. "And Tiberius found this?"

"He sure did. I thought he was playing when I heard where. The address
had to be wrong. But when I met the realtor and wasn't being humored
and given a thorough walkthrough, I knew something was up. The
asking price was told, including the length and cost of the mortgage
payments. And that I should transfer my bank account to the local
credit union. He even recommended an accountant and investment
broker." Mama said. "Tiberius's name came up often. The realtor said he
owed him a big favor, his life even. Not sure what that meant, but
knowing your uncle, he likely held him by the ankles dangling from a
highrise."

"Mama?" I said. "Stop playing."
6



"I know him," she replied. "You think you do?"

"If you say so?" I disagreed. "Say? Where's my bedroom? Upstairs?"

"Nope, it's the basement. Tiberius's idea. He figured that it's the only
place where all that junk of yours could fit and get used. There isn't an
attic here like at the other place to stash it."

"The basement?" I quibbled. "And my stuff isn't junk, alright?"

"If you say so," Mama said. "I'm just afraid I'm raising another Fred
Sanford, that's all."

"Whatever?" I replied. "And why is my bedroom in the basement?" 

"Listen up." Mama clarified. "Your bedroom is the basement."

I replied, confused. "What? What does that mean?" 

"It means the rest of the house is mine," she replied. "Main floor and up.
The basement is yours."

"Okay, okay." I said, now understanding. 

Mama replied, "So go on, go check it out."

She pointed to the stairs under the stairs, that led straight into the
basement and there I went. At the bottom of the stairs it widened out
in a large single space. Boxes, packages, and some unfamiliar shipping
crates were everywhere. The movers had done what they do. They
stacked boxes on top of boxes, placing them where they thought they
should go. Same for the furniture. Some of it held up a wall. My uncle's
old drum kit made it here, stereo too, tucked away, and cordoned off
by stacks of assorted colored milk crates full of vinyl records. The
basement resembled a tornado strike. And that's when I saw it. There,
hanging on the wall was this frenetic looking painting. A real attention
getter. I then noticed it had a small envelope attached to its frame. My
name was on it. 
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"What's up Nephew,

I enjoyed our brief time together. We should do it more often. So what do
you think of your new spot? It fits you, right? Be honest. Now I know it's
not Z-Town, all ghetto fabulous and whatnot. But hey, even though it has
had it's good days, it is becoming a perilous place to live. So good
riddance. Let it be a memory, full of fond experiences worthy of laughs
and hindsights. Take it with you, but don't let it undermine who you are. 

You're smart and creative. I know it's been rough on you and your
mother. But she trusted and raised you to do the right thing under less
than ideal conditions while she worked long hours to make ends meet and
chase a dream. Pearl has always been a real go-getter and has done well
for herself. Now look, like George and Weezy, you all have moved on up,
from that drab store front crib in the ghetto to a historical greystone in
one of the most prominent and oldest sections of the city. Be inspired by
that. 

Now I bet you've noticed all the extra stuff. Junk according to your
mother. But who cares, right? Since we don't collect junk, do we? Now
you'll find a good deal of my own collection. They are yours now, for real,
for real! I've kind of outgrown them. I figured you'll appreciate them more.
Just don't lend them out, or give them away, or sell them, and I mean that,
okay. Promise me that. Give me a chance to tell you their significance and
what makes them so special.

Lastly, please take pleasure in the painting. It's my favorite and one of my
many gifts I've left you. Let it reflect in that graffiti art you like to do. And
yes, I've seen your work all over town. So take it further. Use this painting
to master and expand that artform inside of you. This neighborhood has
an uncanny knack of producing geniuses. So why not you? Show the
larger world what you know and can do and offer. 

Welcome home!

Much love, 

Tiberius Rex"
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Motivated and curious, I began unboxing boxes. A crowbar was made
available. And as I pried open shipping crates, I found within them all
kinds of items. Binders full of baseball cards, loads of books about the
Harlem Renaissance and African culture, comic books galore, ivory
figurines, and an Asian jewelry box with santeria beads in it. I had been
in the basement so long inventorying things and admiring what I had
that I lost track of time. Soon Pearl appeared, likely worried about my
lengthy departure. I was sitting there with my back against the wall,
surrounded by artifacts and donning an African mask.

Mama cried out, surprised. "Is that what I think it is?" 

"What?" I said. "The mask?" 

"No, goddammit," Mama replied. "Not the mask, but that painting?" 

She looked at it real close, narrowing her vision while she examined it.
Mama must've recognized the artwork, then cursed again. Stating that
it was a kind of dripping technique used by a famous artist I had never
heard of. That this Pollock fellow had introduced a unique style of
painting art. She then looked at the bottom corner and saw that it was
signed and numbered, then stood straight up, and rolled her eyes.

"Oh my God," Mama called out. "For your sake and mine I pray that this
thing isn't real? And what is all of this?" Pointing at all the open boxes
and crates marked FRAGILE and varying items neatly laid across the
marmoleum pattern floor. "I bet this stuff is stolen?"

"Say what?" I remarked. "Mama, get out of here with that."

"How many times have I told you? You don't know him like I do," Mama
said. "I wouldn't put it past him, that clever bastard!"

"Do you really think this stuff is hot?" I said. "Come on now? Who steals
a bunch of old trading cards, comics, and reading books? It's worthless
junk, remember; so I seriously doubt this stuff is stolen and valuable.
Let's get real for a minute?"
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Mama listened, but it was the painting that really bothered her. She
stood there, akimbo, thinking it through. "Jaybird, take off that damn
wooden face when I'm talking to you. So I can see your real face, the
one I know," she demanded, which I did. "So you like all this stuff, huh?"

"I do." I replied. "Just look at all of it."

"Okay, then. Since he gave it all to you, you're responsible for its
upkeep. As for that painting, we'll see. Just wait until I see that
motherfucker; I got something for his ass. He pulled a fast one, a really
fast one," she said. "That's probably why he took care of the movers,
kept you, and told me to go to work. So I wouldn’t know about this. My
advice Jaybird: don't get too comfortable with it all, you understand?
And, don't brag about it either; okay! You never know. Besides, he
might want it back." 

"I doubt it, but I got you," I said. Mama then sat down beside me on the
floor, took hold of and donned my tribal mask, then looked around at
my bedroom. "This is our new home," she cheered. "I never pictured us
living in such a place and not out here, but it definitely fits us, and I like
that. I like that a lot."

"I bet I'll be able to sleep good now. No more gunfire, horns honking,
sirens, barking dogs, loud music, and sounds of human despair," I said.

"I know that's right." Pearl said and smiled.

As we sat there talking and reviewing what I had, I didn't know then
that Mama knew what I did around Zodiac Avenue, what people called
Z-Town, or Zombieland. Somebody must've told her; possibly my
uncle? About all the tagging I had done to blighted and abandoned
buildings, burnt out cars, bridges, overpasses, and box cars. 

That on Saturday nights, I would post up on select street corners to roll
soda can bombs underneath patrol cars whenever they drove up and
stopped at a traffic light. Sure, it was a dangerous game, even criminal,
but I had a healthy dislike for the cops and their overall mistreatment of
black folks. 
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So I aggravated them as much as possible. And in doing so, I had to
outrun chasing cops into dark alleys, up and over fenced backyards,
and through the matrices of buildings to escape getting caught and
shot at. It was a crude form of social protest and resistance, but kind of
fun. Thank God for fast feet and horrible aim. 

Perhaps, for those reasons, Mama and Tiberius secured this home. It
would provide me a greater chance at living and to move up the social
ladder and offer my vision. And the surprises kept coming when I later
learned during our sit down that I would be attending The
Conservatory's Prep School next fall, but that was after Mama laid down
the law, the new house rules, and what she expected of me.
Instinctually, we both rose up and went out my basement's backdoor,
which led out and up into a semi-private, fenced-in backyard. There we
did something we couldn't do before, which was lying out in the grass
to look skyward at the passing clouds. 
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“This barrel has been sitting here for the last five years…” the guide, a
slender man of twenty-five years, his face beaming with excitement (he
clearly loved his workplace), said. The barrel my wife and I were
watching was one among thousands of others, each placed in separate
compartments in a dark, almost dingy, warehouse. Around us, we
breathed in strong odours of dried grains, charred oak, cinnamon, a
hint of vanilla, and, overpowering all these smells, fermented fruits.
“Smells almost like they’ve gone bad, don’t they?” the guide said.  

From an educational point of view, it truly was a lovely experience; to
witness how a drink we’ve been relishing for years is actually made. I
even uttered an audible “wow” when he said how the barrel of whiskey
in question had been lying there, “being matured, absorbing the
essence of the oak,” for years. The master distiller, he added, would in a
day or two test it for its readiness, and then it will be filled in bottles
and marketed.

That evening, after my wife and I were back in our hotel, my mind went
back to that barrel. It had been lying there in wait, untouched but
definitely not forgotten, over the course of five years; within which so
much had happened in my life. I got married to the woman I had been
in a relationship for two years, had a kid (who is back home with her
grandparents, while her mum and dad enjoy their annual anniversary
trip), was awarded two promotions at work, overcame my fear of
heights and bungee jumped for the first time in my life (with my wife
watching me from a safe distance, her heart in her mouth), crashed my
car into another coming from the other direction and suffered a
broken rib which thankfully mended a lot quicker than I would have
thought, and tried my hand at writing a novel for a year only to fail
miserably. 

The Barrel Conundrum
Shaurya Arya



And, all this while, this barrel, within which lies what, according to the
guide, was “one of the finest and most exclusive whiskeys you’ll ever
have,” had been resting on the cradle formed by two sturdy wooden
legs. This lifeless – “and yet not soulless,” the guide had said, winking at
us as he did so – container, built from rare and expensive oaks from
mid-west Europe, had lived through the years of some of the most
significant events of my life; events that have had an indelible mark on
me, which have moulded me into the person – a better, stronger, more
resilient person – I am today. 

As we were leaving the premises, a little drunk because, as part of the
tour, we got a chance to taste five of their most popular brands, we
stopped to shake hands and thank our guide for the wonderful tour he
had given us. Call it my slightly inebriated state or my inherently
overtalkative nature, I articulated my fascination about the barrel in the
dark warehouse, while the world around it continued to rotate on its
axis, to the guide.

To my disappointment, though, he looked at me in amusement, and
remarked, “It’s just a barrel, you know.” Truth be told, if I had expected
anyone to understand the depth of what I was feeling, it was him. I still
can’t forget the condescending smile on his face as he saw us off after
the tour. I think I even saw him shaking his head. 

Irrespective of how he had reacted, I couldn’t shelve the thought away.
 
It's been a year since that trip. My daughter’s a kindergartner now, I’m
on my way to a third promotion, and I resumed working on the novel I
had previously thought could never see the light of day. In this little
space of time, the unwavering, resilient force that is life continued its
onward march. 

And that barrel… Well, the whiskey it was housing must have been
bottled and sold off by now (“our bottles sell off the shelves like hot
cakes,” the guide had said proudly), while the wood must… What of it?
Was it, having absorbed the flavours of its previous occupant, being
used to store a better batch of whiskey? Or had it served its purpose
and was burned away, its remains ashes now?
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Each time my wife and I revisit the trip, watching the pictures we
clicked on our phone, I hear that guide’s voice. It's just a barrel, you
know. 

Just a barrel.

For reasons I have still not been able to decipher, thinking an oak barrel
was sitting in the storage through some of the happiest and most
tumultuous years of my life fills me with… hope. 

That even though our lives, bound by time, can trudge in the only
direction – forward – better things are in store for us. 
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Just Peachy
Cherie Lynae Cabrera Suski

TRIGGER WARNING : 
detailed description of child birth, foul language, healthcare worker

assault and battery, consent discussed, rape

The peach color slid on my lips like a dream, matching my mood —
peppy, single, and ready to take on the world. I applied my lipstick as
Sammy fixed her hair, peeking at the mirror over my shoulder.

“Ready for a great day?” I asked, stepping out of her way.“Maybe, once
I’ve finished my coffee.” She winked. “Let’s see what they say during
report.”

Our colleagues, with their green scrubs, laughed and joked as they
bustled around us. A line formed behind the “Day Shift” fridge, all
nurses waiting to put their lunch away. I joined a group standing in a
circle as they clutched their beverage of choice and questioned a new
nurse.

“So, why Labor and Delivery?”

 The resident smiled. “I just love babies.”

I turned from the conversation when the night shift charge tapped my
shoulder. “Hey June, can we talk before huddle?”

I followed her to the corner of the break room. “What’s up?”

The tilt of her head made the bags under her eyes bluer. “Your
assignment today is. . .” She sucked air through her teeth, “complicated.
Make sure you check in with your charge if you need anything.” Her
hair frizzed in the places where the strands escaped their ponytail.

I bit my lip. “What kind of complicated?”



But she was already halfway across the room, waving her charge sheet
at the lot of us. The paper flapped and hushes filled the air. “Okay
ladies, we just got our asses kicked last night, so I hope you are all ready
to clean up our mess. I expect everything to be nice and tidy when I get
back tonight.” She gave us an exaggerated wink before looking down at
her paper. “In 212 there’s a primip. . .”

 Nurse Note

 Marian Frank 02/25/1980 

 2/14/13 0700

Admission completed. Patient requests not to see her birth or the infant.
The baby will transfer to NICU and be adopted out. Her schizophrenia is
stable at this time. She is homeless. Her social worker/ “friend” is listed as
her support system. See flow sheet for assessment. Dr. Q'Pedi notified of
patient’s status, will place IV, and start pitocin to induce labor. J Luz RN

 I knocked on the charge office door.

“Come in.”

Sammy sat at a table with two computer screens lit up and staring her
down. “Where’s the fire?” she asked, her back to me as she continued to
write.

“So, why aren’t we doing a c-section?”

“Oh, June.” Her chair turned on its axis with a squeak. “I wondered
when you would pop in.”

I slumped into the chair, gathering my thoughts. When I entered
Marian’s room, an hour ago, my patient was sitting in the middle of her
hospital bed, her appearance in opposition to the sterile environment.
Twigs stuck to the mats in her hair, pimples lined her skin like points
on a road map. And then she spoke. The stories of starvation and rape,
abuse and fear spilling from her lips sent my skin crawling as if to
escape. Skipping the stress of an induction seemed like the kindest
path for this woman.
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 Sammy watched me as I thought, her pencil still in her hand.

“I don’t think she’s going to tolerate labor, let alone an epidural
placement. Why aren’t we putting her to sleep and cutting her?” My
fists tightened at my sides as I braced myself for her response.

“She’s homeless. We can’t send her out on the streets with an open
wound.” Sammy folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. I
charged sometimes too. I knew she’d asked these questions already.

My knee bounced, and I wiped the sweat from my hands off on my
scrub pants. “Yeah, but we’d buy her three days with a warm bed and
room service.”

“You know, we don’t make those decisions.”

“So, what’s the plan?”

She pulled a Tupperware case out from under her desk and popped the
lid. “Security must be present to use these.” Sammy pulled out the
canvas wrist and ankle cuffs and handed them to me. “Let’s review how
to apply restraints.”

 0800

Pitocin started, will continue to monitor fetus. Patient is eating breakfast.

Her plan for pain is an epidural. She is afraid of needles and did not
tolerate her IV placement. J Luz RN

“Did not tolerate her IV placement” qualified as the understatement of
the year. I almost stabbed myself when Marian jerked away from the
needle during the first try. So I called for help.

“Would you like me to help you hold your arm still?” I showed her my
gloved hands.

 Marian nodded, tears collecting in her eyes as her lips tightened.
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The room was a sea of green scrubs, with Marian drowning in the
middle. I squatted down, holding her at the wrist and elbow, my grip
both gentle and firm. “Marian, do you want to take a shower after we
are done?” I asked, digging for something to talk about other than the
baby or her fear. My distraction felt lame, even as it fell from my mouth.

 Sammy tied the tourniquet, and Marian ignored me.

“Ready?” Sammy waited for a nod. “One. Two. Three. And poke.” 

“Fuck you, you piece of shit!”

I almost let go when she shouted, my hands tingling with the instinctive
need to protect my face.
 
1000

Recurrent late decelerations noted. Patient repositioned to left side and
fluid bolus started. J Luz RN

1010

Recurrent late decelerations continue. Patient pulls out IV and declines
further repositioning. Dr. Q'Pedi notified. She is en route to patient’s
bedside. J Luz RN

I switched the receiver to my other ear as I leaned over my keyboard.
“She pulled out her IV — We’ve been having lates with every
contraction for about thirty minutes now — No — No — She won’t let
us monitor her anymore — Yeah, I’d love an order for Ativan — I’ll get it
ready. You want to talk to her first? — Thanks.” I hung up the receiver
and started typing.

I measured my breathing as I narrated the story, minus all human
emotion, and tried not to think about the unwanted baby on the other
side of that door. Tried not to think about how his heart rate dipped
after every contraction, as if he knew we were failing him before he
could take his first breath.
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 1030

Dr. Q’ Pedi at bedside. Patient declines further fetal monitoring. Patient
made aware of the significance of decelerations. She states she doesn’t
“trust you slimy raping mother fuckers” and requests a bath. Patient
declines all IM pain and anxiety medications. Patient declines epidural
placement. J Luz RN

“Keep that Ativan in your pocket. We’ll need it before this baby is born.”
Dr. Q'Pedi said as we both leaned against the nurse’s station. “Jesus,
what will we do if that baby gets stuck? You saw how big her belly is.”

I nodded, trying to swallow the knot in my throat. “I’ve been thinking
the same. Sammy says she talked to security.” I wiped my sweaty palms
on my scrub pants.

“Sammy’s charge today?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll go talk to her too. We are going to need two or three nurses in
there for the delivery.”

1130

Patient in hallway naked and shouting. Code gray called. Dr. Q'Pedi
Called. NICU called. S Johnson Charge RN

I rushed from the room, running from the shouts that Marian directed
at me. Sammy held a phone in her hand. “Sammy, call a code gray.”

“Just finished. Now I’m calling Dr. Q'Pedi.”

Code Gray Room 213.

 “You’re a motherfucker!” Marian swung the door open like a weapon.
Her naked body bulged and jiggled. Her skin was red from her third
shower of the day. She points at me, her wild eyes not following her
finger. “You motherfucker. Fucker of mothers.”

 The public hallway became crowded as she stumbled away from me. 19



“I want to make sure that everyone here knows what you’ve done to
me.” She wrapped her arms around her enormous belly, her face
crinkling as she moaned, and all I wanted to do was hold her and make
all the bad go away. “Fucking rapists. You all did this to me.” She leaned
against the wall and slid down onto her bottom.

Marian’s wailing and the creak of the security guards’ leather boots
echoed down the hall. My fellow employees remained silent. I fisted the
syringe in my pocket and separated myself from my apprehension.

I kneeled beside my patient. “Marian,” I said, my voice calm. “Marian, I
need you to look into my eyes.” Her head turned to me and I looked
past the tears running down her apple cheeks. Her confused blues
found my browns. “Marian, can I give you that medicine we talked
about earlier? The shot? I think it will help with the pain.”

Nodding, her mouth gaped open, her eyes rolled back, and she flopped
onto her side as she wrestled with her contraction.

“Okay, Marian, when this contraction is over, I’m giving you a shot in
your thigh, and then we are going back to your room so we can get you
an epidural.”

She stilled as her pain eased. Her hair stuck to the sweat, plastering it
to the side of her face. She turned away from me and the needle I
promised her.

“Here it is,” I said as I stabbed her in the thigh with the swiftness that
came from years of nursing.

1136

Dr. Q’ Pedi arrives on the unit. Patient assisted to her room. IV replaced,
awaiting anesthesia for epidural. S Johnson Charge RN

 Someone pulled the bed out of the room after Marian slid off it to the
ground, nearly smacking her bed. She rolled onto her belly, crying out
as her arms and leg scissored. The contraction slowed and her eye
found mine. “Help me. I need to go to the bathroom.”
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“Can we put in a new IV, so we can get that epidural?” I held out my
hand, coaxing her off the ground and to the bathroom. Sammy inserted
the needle when Marian sat on the toilet.

Marian threw herself back, taking me with her. Dr. Q'Pedi jumped
sideways, placing her leg between the patient’s head and the cast iron
tub as I landed on my knees hard. I held my ground as well as I could,
my hands wrapped around her new IV, my goal to keep it in long
enough for anesthesia to chemically restrain her.

“You’re all killing me, you’re trash, you cunt, fuck all of you.”

Security and NICU stood on the other side of the door, the clear
incubator for the baby between them, drawing a line to separate
medical personnel and the uniformed men. I glanced at the closed
door. How violent did she need to become before they stepped in? Their
fear of naked laboring women left us unprotected. No one brought up
the restraints, but I could hear all of us thinking about them.

Marian’s social worker/ “friend” stood in the corner crossing herself,
her audible prayers, a low hum under the string of profanity exploding
from Marian’s mouth. Dr. Q'Pedi and Sammy used their bodies as
bumper systems, and I held on for dear life as my patient dragged me
around the room like a forgotten appendage.

“Marian, do you still want me to hold your IV in place?” Time turned in
a loop, the question automatically coming out in a loll between her
labor pain.

Her eyes remained wild, though she nodded emphatically.

1201

Involuntary pushing with every contraction. She continues to slam her
body against the walls and roll on the ground. Dr. Kayhol, anesthesia, at
bedside to provide antipsychotic medication, see doctor’s notes for details.
IV pulls out after administration. This nurse attempts to obtain fetal
heart tones. No heart tones noted. Dr. Q'Pedi to perform a vacuum, NICU
called into the room. S Johnson Charge RN
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The medication worked. Marian lay on the ground, her legs and arms
flapping as she grunted every two to three minutes. Shit streaked the
laminate floors in crisscross patterns and amniotic fluid ran in streams
towards the lowest points in the floor. We kneeled around her, our
pant legs soaked as Sammy placed the doppler on Marian’s pubic bone.
My heart rattled about in my ribcage as we listened to the static of the
doppler crackle with each movement. The true sound of silence
bounced off the walls. Eyes connected. Mine and Sammy’s, who
continued to move the wand around Marian’s belly. Mine and Dr.
Q'Pedi, who tilted her head as if by doing so she could conjure the
rhythmic heartbeat we waited for.

"We have to do a vacuum.” Dr. Q'Pedi’s voice carried the urgency
boiling under my skin. Random hands passed supplies to the Doc as the
NICU team entered the room.

“Marian, I’m going to hold your legs.” I didn’t ask permission, the threat
of delivering death guiding my hands. I didn’t hesitate or feel or think. A
contraction would start any moment. I grabbed her feet, pushing them
toward her with all my strength until her knees bent and her thighs
opened.

I used my body weight to trap her as she fought. No one in the room
breathed as Dr. Q'Pedi pushed the donut-sized vacuum into Marian’s
vagina and against the baby’s head. Using the connected hand pump,
she created her seal and pulled with Marian’s mounting contraction.
Dr. Q'Pedi may have roared as she dragged the baby out. I groaned as I
leaned into her struggling legs, doing my best to make space for the
baby and keep Marian from kicking us in the face.

First, the head popped out, and with a second pull, the baby slipped
from his home. Dr. Q'Pedi passed him to me so she could cut the cord.
Holding back all the parts of me that were human, I handed the blue,
floppy infant to the NICU nurse’s waiting hands.

 1210

J Luz RN supports pt’s legs. Baby delivered with two pulls and passed to
NICU. S Johnson Charge RN
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I stumbled into the break room and went for the shower. The
combined smell of amniotic fluid ocean and feces followed me. It took
every bit of my willpower not to rip off my clothes before I closed the
door. Throwing the scrubs on the ground, I washed my hands.

Red splotches spattered my nakedness.

I pulled out my phone with stinging eyes. No, I can’t cry yet. I had one
last chore to do. Holding my phone aloft, I took pictures. The knot on
my arm, the scratches, the bruises on my knees, thighs, and shins. I
turned on the shower as hot as I could stand it and stepped in.

Now. . .

Now, in the shower’s privacy, I let myself have emotions. My skin
burned as I scrubbed in time to my racing heart, trying to cleanse
myself of the cold wetness that glued my scrubs to my shins just
moments before. The muscles in my arms remembered the feeling of
holding a woman’s legs apart as she screamed—like a rapist.

Marian’s tears–breath could not enter my lungs.

No heartbeat–a stuttered moan escaped me.

Floppy baby–my chest tightened and loosened convulsively.

Like a rapist–my body folded in half.

Breathe–if only I could breathe.

I took my time waiting for my heart to catch up with my brain.

Clean and dressed in fresh scrubs, I stood in front of the mirror. I blew
away my emotions and pulled out my lipstick. With a shaky hand, I
added peach back into my day.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

I blotted my lips.

There, ready for round two. 23
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KKK Rally
Melissa Pumayugra

TRIGGER WARNING : 
Racism, abuse

I was raised on the words you were shocked to hear. Whispers and
sneers as the car drove past the rally, I was surprised it was out in the
open daylight like that. Wichita Falls, Texas, it was like a flicker in my
mind burning bright. I couldn’t stop staring, those white men in white
capes, raising hands and chanting, signs too. What could I have done at
such a tender age?

Years later, I found myself on the hard end of a fist, slap, an ill-fitting
stepfather’s belt. We were arguing, of course, about my friends and the
“company that I keep.” He didn’t like the boys I liked, and he didn’t
appreciate hearing second-hand from a school principal, that I was
holding hands with “one of them.” As he spent the better part of an
afternoon beating me, he kept punctuating this lesson with the words
"No kid of mine will lay down with a …..” 

I can’t even type the foul word, yet I hear it in my mind decades later.
The old man died years ago from a combination of stress and poverty,
but the world still carries his beliefs, louder than ever. The force of his
hands across my back, legs. The slaps of the belt. I held back tears as
long as I could, but I didn’t cry full-on until I became a parent myself. 

And those words, sick with hate, frequently spring forth from my
memories. It may shock some, but it reminds me of where I came from.
Fried tomatoes on a Tuesday night, the news on, flickering lights
outside our house while my stepfather works on a broken car in the
driveway. Familiarity with the feeling of saturated racism. This is what I
knew. And my face, red with shame and confusion as I heard the same
words, over and over, ritualized. How could I bury myself deep enough to
escape?



 Recounting the lessons that life has shown me, mine has been unfair in
so many ways, and generous in others. I survived Oklahoma. I learned
to see color for what it is, not a beacon of hate or a symbol of ignorance
or any manner of ingrained ideation stemming from my childhood. I
learned to see color for the joys and individuality that each
acquaintance, each friend, each colleague may bring to the world. And,
as a new mother of a tiny brown boy, I have got to be honest with
myself that I still, on a pretty frequent basis, need some reality checks
too. We need to see color. We need to understand how it shapes the
existences and lives we lead. 

The white robes of the Klan still haunt me. I see them as I read
headlines and learn about which person was a victim of which hate
crime, and even more when I hear the ugly voices of racism rear their
opinions in my local newspaper and forums. I see the stares of the Klan
when I walk hand-in-hand with my husband, or with my trans friends,
or even sometimes when I embrace my beautiful children in a crowd. I
feel the cruel coldness of their words without ever hearing their voice. 

Yes, I see color, but I will always remember white. Crisp with fury, I
want to forget what I saw that spring day in 1997. I want to forget the
scars on my leg from the aftermath of young love. I want to hear
nothing, no Sig Hails, no words of ‘brotherhood,’ or any version of these
markers. I study hate crime statistics, not out of hobby but out of vital
importance. I won’t let my family fall victim to them, and I won’t let my
children be tormented by these words, unmentionable in polite society,
I can’t forget them, ever. Even if I wish to. 
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Homeless Man
Benjamin Joe

I rummage through a garbage bag in the kitchen. My mind is set on my
task.

Outside the day is cool, but the furnace is running high and that, plus
my physical exertions, makes for some light perspiration.

I know the reason why. My body temperature always rides a little low,
so I crank the thermostat every time my girlfriend leaves the house.
She complains about the heating bill. I ignore the suggestion. We deal
with it.

In the garbage is the remnant of a gallon of cider, old pens, batteries (I
really need to separate those), a lot of paper towels and napkins, old
rotting fruit, a bottle of shaving cream. Old razors.

It’s the only garbage pail in the entire apartment and we use it as a one-
stop for anything we want out of our lives. I remember her saying we
should have a recycling tote and I smile. It means she’s considering
using our money towards something good.

However, she is out and a man stands on our porch.

He stands silently, his eyes on the ground, away from the full gutters
and broken screen that adorn the front of our home. I’d thought he
could help me with chores, but after seeing him stand there, in that
way, I realize it’s impossible and end up leaving him outside while I
work with the trash.

The man sways slightly in the early spring’s breeze. He has no hat or
gloves, just a bulging winter coat, which I swear must be covering
multiple sweaters – holes and all.

I separate the cans from the milk cartons and egg containers and have
a bag half-filled with aluminum. I hold it up to estimate its worth in
weight. It’s not a lot.



I think of what else I can do. My mind transverses the universe to my
wallet where there is a folded up twenty. I imagine the man bashfully
putting his hand out as I transfer the funds.

I was saving it to buy a record, The Lamb Lies Down, at the new
vinyl/music shop that opened down the street despite the bad
economy. I know that this man needs it more and an entire Christian
liturgy lurches into the forefront of my mind. I silently ponder in
frustration the hundreds of hours I’d spent praying to a god that I now
knew had left me to fend for myself.

In the garbage, too, are letters from churches in Africa, Asia and South
America, all proclaiming the Good News. I’m not sure who, either me or
my girlfriend, had laid them to rest in the trash, but that was that. I was
nobody’s savior.

Fuck it, I think to myself.

I grab the bag and the money and head for the porch. The man is still
standing there. Same pose. He hadn’t even shifted his weight, though
behind him I could see the empty street and the wind picking up. The
porch doesn’t offer any protection. Still the man stands, looking
somewhere beyond my frame as I approach.

I really chide myself – tell myself I’m dumb – for thinking he was
available to do my work. He’s not some handy-man at my beck and call
and even as I understood this, looking at him, silently standing and
staring, I have to tell myself it’s OK. I don’t know if I really want him in
my home and I’m pretty sure my girlfriend wouldn’t approve it either.

I try to dispel the paranoia.

In my mind I’m at a party. It’s a good one. Before the COVID virus put
all of us into lockdown and all the people became specters of what
seems like a former life.

The man is here and he’s doing well. A little glassy eyed from the wine,
but not drunk. I wonder what he’s about, this example of a fine
education and fierce etiquette.
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He talks about books and documentaries. About Trump’s next re-
election campaign – a subject I’d leave to late night comedy hosts – but
no Republican was offended nor Democrat appalled and I marvel at his
poise.

He isn’t boring or a bore. He’s funny. Charming. Dapper. I smile along
with my girlfriend. The whole party looks over to our conversation. The
room is captivated over this dignitary of delight.

For a brief moment reality and my daydream combine and I even think
of inviting him over to listen to my record collection and give his
opinion on modern music.

He’s well dressed, I say to myself. Has a nice car. Has traveled. Has an
interesting job. I think I can start breathing again.

Then I see him on the porch as he quickly rubs his nose with his sleeve
before straightening up. My carefully constructed dream collapses in
on itself. He is a homeless man. A waif. A statistical loser. That night
wasn’t real and the party is but a figment of my imagination.

I begin to curse myself because I don’t know him at all except when I
pass him to get to my truck and go to work. He sorted through garbage
for five-cent deposit bottles and cans, while I was making cash for
throwing words into sentences. Now with lockdown, I work at home
and he’s still here.

Only ten minutes ago, I had had nothing to do and, so, smoked a thin
cigarette on the porch, a sort of civil rights protest crime I would
sometimes commit when my girlfriend wasn’t around. She works as a
grocery cashier and I’m a contract writer for a law firm. Our days off
rarely coincide, but we both love the hours we spend together. We deal
with what we have.

I was thinking of this when I saw him those ten minutes ago and the
way he looked at me, mouthing inaudibly and placing two fingers to his
lips, rekindled all those lost nights in me standing on bar patios waiting
for dawn – caught up in the lonely hours of being younger than 30 and
still so close to death. I was not so far from being new to a city and
sleeping on friends’ couches to not know the permanence of street
corners. 29



I gave him the cigarette and he inhaled, then held onto the stub. His
eyes still had that faraway stare even as they focused on the burning
ember coming startlingly close to his cracked lips. I did not have any
more tobacco. 

“Maybe I have some recyclables?” I thought.

And that was it.
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The Flight Of Icarus
Miriam H. Harrison

TRIGGER WARNING : 
suicide, pregnancy loss, and trauma.

 Time is an ungrateful thing. The dating, the wedding, the life we built
together—all of it amounts to a heartbeat: too quickly gone, and even
more quickly forgotten. But then, you took years to fall from the
window to the cement below. In fact, you’re still falling. I watch you
tumble through the air every night in the darkest hours before I wake.
It’s one thing time won’t take away, though it’s left me with little else.

Strange, isn’t it, how that’s what stays with me? I thought it would be
the impact, the mess you left in the parking lot. But instead, I see your
crude imitation of flight. You always were a high flier, which only made
it that much harder when you fell. Perhaps that’s why I can’t forget it.
It’s how I knew you—always falling from one ambition or another. 

No, that isn’t quite right. You weren’t trying to fly. You were trying to
prove me wrong, prove that you could accomplish something,
anything. If you couldn’t give me life, you would give me death. If you
couldn’t succeed in flying, you would succeed in falling. And you did.

Lucky you.

###
 

The feeling is new and sudden. I exclaim, and you glance at me, your eyes
wide behind your reading glasses, a book perched between your chest and
the comforter.

“Honey?” There’s an edge to your voice. The last four months have made
you nervous, cautious.

I don’t answer, but silently take your hand and bring it to the bulge of my
stomach. All is still for a moment. Even your breath seems paused until
we feel it—a swift kick, a single but sure sign of life.

You meet my eyes. Your face is transformed by a smile. A new smile. A
father’s smile.



###

“Would you like corn again this week?” Carrie asks, examining a few
cobs. She’s a little brunette from the church, the one who helps me
each week with my groceries. After you jumped, there’s a few of them
who come by to help: Carrie for the groceries, Angela for the laundry,
Bonnie for the occasional vacuuming. I tell them they don’t have to; I lie
that I’ll do it eventually, but they know better. 

“No, it sticks in my teeth. I’ll take carrots instead.”

“Alright,” she says, adding the carrots to the cart. 

###

Bunnies and carrots dance along the perimeter of the room, breaking the
sunny yellow of the walls before they meet the ceiling. I still think I was
right—the colour is too strong. I should have insisted on the paler one. I
think it, but I don’t say it. You would probably just want to do it all over
again. In any case, we have the bunnies. It will have to do. 

 
###

 
“How about peaches?”

“No.” I think of the over-ripened fruit sitting in our fruit bowl. My fruit
bowl. “I don’t eat them very often. They go bad before I get to them.”

“How about some canned peaches, then? Those will last you for a
lifetime.”

I gaze at her blankly. The way she says it, you would think a lifetime was
a unit of measure. I want to tell her that a lifetime is no guarantee. For
some, life is over before it begins. For others, living is something we
pretend to do after we’re dead. I know this—we know this.

But Carrie’s already turned towards the canned food aisle.
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###
 

 I feel a deeper chill before the stethoscope even touches my skin. It
comes out of nowhere, and I suddenly understand that something is
wrong. The doctor listens, but his face has already taken on an
unnatural stillness.

Time forgets itself as we sit. I feel the pulse of my own blood then, loud
in my ears, mocking the silence as we wait for a heartbeat that never
comes. 

###
 

We make our way through the supermarket—Carrie, me, and the
unshakable presence of you. I would like to believe it’s devotion that
keeps you here, but I’m not that naive. You just won’t let me forget who
put you on that window ledge. Oh, I’ve had counsellors and everyone
else tell me otherwise: it’s normal to feel remorse, it’s a part of
mourning, it’s not really my fault. Of course, they can say what they like
—they’re not the ones who are haunted.

I notice with some surprise that we’ve reached the cashier, her gaudy
nails tap-dancing impatiently as I dig for my wallet. She seems to
resent that I’ve kept her waiting. I want to laugh. She doesn’t know
what it is to wait. To wait for doctors, surgeons, anyone who can pull
that deathly stillness out of you. To wait, knowing you have nothing to
gain but emptiness. 

I pass her my card.
 

###

The worst part is the wait.

You wait, but not as I do. You don’t feel it. The awful weight, the dense
stillness inside. Don’t hold me, don’t pretend to understand when you
don’t. Even the trees are given mercy. They should be grateful—they are
dead before being turned into coffins. I envy them the peace of not
knowing, not feeling.

Stay away from me. No, you don’t know. 33



 The weight. The wait.
 

###
 

The car ride is quiet, or at least it is for me. Carrie is saying something,
most likely about her family. I nod occasionally, making sounds of
approval, or understanding, or whatever else she wants me to feel until
we arrive at my apartment. This, at least, is one thing I know is mine
alone. The house—our house—was sold a few months ago. It may not
be much, but at least it’s my own.

Carrie helps me bring the groceries inside. I know I should be sociable,
offer her a cup of coffee. I can’t even pretend that there’s none left—she
helped me to buy some last week. 

But I don’t.

“Goodbye,” I say instead, giving her a half-hearted smile. I owe her that
much. “Thanks again.”

“No problem,” she says cheerily. “See you next week!”

I give another smile, more empty than the last, closing the door as she
leaves.

 
###

 
Left to my own, I put the groceries away. That done, I lie down on my
bed, careful not to sleep. I get up. I lie down. I get up again. 

I have to keep busy, keep doing, or else the dream will find me. I know
it too well. You, arms spread wide. And your eyes—they look so empty,
so brittle, I’m sure they’ll shatter on impact. But the impact never
comes. Just falling, forever falling.

And then the change begins. It’s subtle at first. Your features shift, and
for a moment, you remind me of our wedding pictures, only without
the hope or happiness. The moment passes and you’re younger,
younger still. Before the dream ends, it’s not you falling anymore. It’s
him. I feel the heavy nothingness again as I see him, not yet newborn.
Limp and lifeless and falling. 34



I don’t want it, but I know it’s there, waiting for me on the other side of
sleep. I’ve tried to get rid of it, get it out, but there’s no surgery for this
death.

###
 

You tell me it’s been a year now. You tell me you’re worried. You try again
to get me to go to counselling, saying that you want it, saying that we
need it. 

I say nothing. I keep washing the dishes until the last spoon is clean. It’s
another moment before I look at you.

Your eyes cry out with all that’s been left unsaid. There’s an urgency to
your silence—a need to know that I know.

I pick up the drying cloth and look away.
 

###
 

I sit watching the television. There isn’t anything good on. In fact, there
isn’t anything on at all. The television’s turned off—I’m not even sure if
it’s plugged in. Perhaps I’ll check, but most likely not. I haven’t touched
it since I moved in, and that seems like half a lifetime ago.

Now I’m doing it—measuring things in lifetimes.

There isn’t much to see as I get up and wander through the apartment.
My only windows are in the living room, and even those just come out
on ground level. I used to wonder what would happen if a fire started,
trapping me in the bedroom. Maybe I should have taken another
apartment, one higher up. There was one I liked, on the tenth floor. 

Then again, you’re the only one who would see a ten-storey window as
an exit.

 
###

I hate this colour, this room. Too bright. Even the bunnies are burning up
in this sun of ours.
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Our sun. Our son. 

“There’s nothing we could have done.” You’re behind me, in the doorway. I
hear you step closer. “Nothing.”

“We should have done nothing. We shouldn’t have tried.” We didn’t need
more. We didn’t need this.

I look around me. This is it—all we have left of the dream we had given
wings. Now, in the room’s glow, all of it seems to melt away, feather by
falling feather.

It was your dream. You wanted it. You wanted me to want it. 

And I did.

“You ruined my life.” 

I expect you to say something—in reply, in defence, in explanation. But
instead, there is only stillness. It stretches on, until at last I hear you walk
back through the doorway.

###
 

I sit on the couch, wishing that time would slow down, but of course
that only makes it go by faster. I don’t want night to come. I don’t want
to sleep. I don’t want to watch you fall again. 

I hate this fear, but it is the one thing I still feel. That’s all you wanted,
isn’t it? To know that I could feel. To know that I could feel your pain
with you. But I couldn’t, not when you needed me to.

I feel it now. Not just the fear, but the pain. Your pain, my pain. I’m
crying now, tears enough for both of us. I haven’t cried in years. I
worried it would break me. Now I hope it does. 

I cling to the cushions of the couch. I hold them tightly, not because
they care, but because I do. I understand your need to hold me—that it
was not only for my comfort, but for yours. All the times you reached
out alone. I didn’t know how much you had lost. Not just your son, but
also your wife. 36



’m finally alone, like I wanted to be. And now that it’s my turn to feel, I
only wish you were here. But thanks to time, it’s too late. Too late for
you, too late for me. I feel my strength leaving with the tears. Sleep has
found me here. Again I watch you, arms spread wide. 

But this time, it’s different. 

You look at me, and your face is changed, or maybe it’s just your smile.
He’s there, at your side. Not limp or lifeless, not even an infant after all
these years. He's a child now, and he has your smile. I smile back.
Together you see me. Together you laugh. And together, you’re not
falling.

You’re flying.
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A Fish In The Sea
Nick Fairclough

TRIGGER WARNING : 
NSFW mention

A kite dangles high in a tree branch. It twists and turns and flaps about
in the offshore breeze like a fish trying to wrestle itself from a hook. An
abandoned pair of sandals lies at the foot of the bench on which Amber
and Carl sit. A wide brim sun hat is perched atop a piece of driftwood
standing upright in the sand: a scarecrow to which the birds pay no
heed.

“I feel naughty,” Amber states. “I like the feeling. There’s something
special about it.”

“Especially since we’re still in our uniform,” Carl adds. “We haven’t even
bothered to be discreet about it. We’re just blatantly wagging.”

“No one cares. I certainly don’t.”

Carl watches the oystercatcher's long orange beak reach deep into the
sand. Amber looks at Carl and makes a hopeless smile.

“I can’t believe you leave tomorrow,” Carl says without looking at
Amber.

“We said we weren’t going to talk about it …”

 “Yeah, I know. Unfortunately, that's all I can think about.”

The gulls bob up and down over the small frequent swells. A shag
breaks through the water’s surface coming up from an unsuccessful
dive. Amber leans in and kisses Carl high on his neck, just below his ear.
His eyes start to well up, so he squints to repress any crying. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to go back to school? It’s not just me that
wants to see you. It’s not just me that’s going to miss you.” Carl states,
unnaturally, trying to be selfless.

“Don’t be stupid,” Amber replies without hesitation.



Carl’s ego is inflated. It is just him that gets to see her. He’s special.
 They spent last night at Amber’s parents’ place making love. Although
they'd been together for some time now and they’d had sex countless
times, this was different. Her room was different. Most of her
belongings were already packed in cardboard boxes and a large
suitcase lay open, filled to the brim with her clothes. All the sorting and
packing had given the room a slight musty smell that hadn’t been there
before. A vacantness that hadn’t been there before. They made love
unlike before. Not in a fantastic way. It was clumsy and mistimed and
self-conscious. Were they trying too hard to make it memorable? Not
able to be themselves?

“Let’s not go back at all then,” Carl says, laughing gently. “What would
you do if I didn’t let you off this island?”

“I don’t want to go.” Amber answers. “You know that, yeah?”

“But you will go.”

Carl’s smile drops with a silent, internal thump of his heart which is
heavy and sinkable as a stone. He removes his gaze from Amber’s eyes
and looks toward the ocean. The group of oystercatchers has moved
eastward. The gulls are still bobbing but the shag is nowhere to be
seen.

“I hate this,” Carl says.

“I hate this, too,” Amber replies.

“It’s not fair.” Carl continues. He jerks his head in small, jolted
movements, slowly gaining the courage to look Amber in the eye.

“It’s not,” replies Amber, who is already crying.

Carl throws his face into Amber’s shoulder and sobs, rather violently.
His upper body is pulsating, “It sucks. It totally sucks.” He mumbles, his
face pressed on Amber’s school uniform shirt, wetting it with his tears
and running nose and dribble. Amber rubs his back, holds him tight.

After a minute or so, Carl composes himself. “We should probably head
back now. I feel a bit greedy, a bit guilty. I’m having you all to myself.”
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“I told you I want to spend this time with you,” Amber tries to reassure
him.

The wind swings onshore as it typically does late-morning. It puts a
chop on the small waves. The seagulls fly out west. The shag is moving
about restlessly, still on the hunt for fish. They can’t see the
oystercatchers anymore; they’re probably hiding at the base of the
dunes now the tide is coming in.

“I’m worried, Amber.” It’s always serious when he uses her name.

“What are you worried about, Carl?”

“This is it. This is the end.”

“Please don’t talk like this. This isn’t ending. We’ve never talked about
this ending. This will go on, won’t it? It has to …”

“It has to,” Carl agrees. “But you’re going somewhere new. You’re going
to be the new girl. You’re so likable, so sociable, and so attractive … And
I’m left here. With everyone and everything I’ve ever known.”
 Carl leans back on the bench.

“I don’t know what to say,” Amber says.

“That says enough in itself,” Carl replies as he leans forward. The screw
holding the elliptical, metal plaque onto the wooden backrest of the
bench gets caught on Carl’s school polo shirt. He pulls away from the
bench, the screw tears a hole in his top, and the plaque springs back
and makes the twang sound of a drumstick hitting the bell of a cymbal.
Carl lifts the fallen screw from the sandy grass, places the plaque back
in its place, and puts the screw through the hole. The hole is too wide
— there’s nothing for the screw to catch on to, years of minute friction
having eroded any purchase it once had. The plaque is loose and
unsecured. Both read the engraved writing:
 
In loving memory of Kenneth, who loved to picnic here on Sundays with
family

“Sorry Kenneth,” Carl laughs. Amber laughs as well.
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It’s nice to see you smile, Carl.” Amber comments.

Amber drives her dad’s car back to school. Carl watches her. The
scenery speeds past the side window beyond her like his eyes are a
camera set to a slow shutter speed.
                                               
                                              #

The next day, after saying their goodbyes, Carl can’t bring himself to go
to school. It won’t be a good distraction like his mum insists. The extra
attention that awaits him is unwelcomed. There’s only one place he can
think of being.

His tires are a little flat and he hasn’t ridden his bike this far for a while.
His cheeks are red, he’s puffed yet determined. Once he passes the
bridge and he’s out on the island he feels the weight of the world lift
from his whole body. But it turns out to be a trick and now the
heaviness is concentrated: his heart aches. It feels like it’s too big for his
ribcage.

A lone female figure is swimming in the sea on this brisk autumn
morning. Just seeing her gives Carl goosebumps and sends a shiver
down his spine. No one else is around. There’s a hoodie on Kenneth’s
bench but the pair of sandals that were underneath are gone, as is the
sunhat that was perched atop of the driftwood. The kite is still dangling
but, as there’s no wind, the fighting fish has hung up its gloves.

He sat here with Amber only yesterday. Today he misses her like crazy.
Nothing makes sense to him, nothing matters. Or does everything
matter? It’s like he cares so much he has gone beyond the point of
caring and doesn’t care at all. That’s not true, he only cares about one
thing and everything else is now redundant.

The woman comes in from the water, collects her towel, and walks
straight in Carl’s direction. He’s nervous. He has no idea who she is, but
the action distracts him briefly from his depressed state.

“Sorry, I left my hoodie here,” she speaks.

“Oh, here you go.” Carl picks it up and hands it to her.
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Is it OK if I sit on the bench too?”

“Sure,” Carl says as he pushes himself up from his sitting position.

“You can stay,” the strange woman instructs. “Don’t mind me.”

Carl would rather leave but he is so downcast he stays. Seawater seeps
into and dampens the wooden bench around where the woman sits
drying her shoulder-length golden hair with her bright beach towel.
The fact that she is in her swimsuit, her naked legs exposed makes Carl
feel that this is too intimate. The woman seems mature and indifferent.
Carl feels young, innocent for a moment before he’s lost in thought and
despair.

“See you tomorrow, Dad,” the woman says out loud, breaking the
silence. She turns her torso around, looks back and places her hand on
the plaque. She smiles softly at Carl before rising from the bench and
walks off to her car parked nearby. Carl looks at the wet stain she has
left on the bench and up the backrest which draws his attention to the
plaque. There’s a shiny gold-plated screw holding it there. The circular
head of the new screw is crisp, unscathed, and pronounced. It makes
the plaque and the other screw on the left seem old and shabby.

Carl thinks about his future. About how crap it is. He thinks about the
present and how crap that is too. Yesterday was great. It was so nice to
spend the day with Amber. Even given the circumstances. It meant so
much to him. He loved it. He hopes it meant a lot to her as well. Does
he mean as much to her as she does to him? Even if she says she does,
he can’t quite accept it.

He doesn’t know by what means; he hasn’t worked that out yet, but he
is going to go after Amber. He doesn’t know how his mum will take it.
He doesn’t even know how Amber will take it, let alone her parents. But
he is going to pack. He too is going to leave. His mind is made up.

“You see Kenneth,” Carl talks to the bench like a mad person speaking
to themself. “You’re gone. People still come to see you. She isn’t—
Amber, that is—you met her yesterday. Amber isn’t gone. Not like you
are. I’m going to see her while I still can. It might not work out, you
know. But it might. Besides, that's all I’ve got.”
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The day’s onshore breeze arrives and blows a tuft of Carl’s wavy hair.
He imagines Amber turning up out of the blue, unannounced like the
wind. She’d say, “I thought I’d find you here.” She’d say that because she
knows him so well. Better than anybody. She’d sacrificed everything,
put everything on the line for him. Just as he would for her. The back
wheel of his bike, lying tossed on the grass, rotates then stops like the
seconds hand of a clock that has just run out of battery.
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Narcissus's tips on how
to demolish yourself
Fatima Zahra

TRIGGER WARNING : 
Disordered eating/Eating disorders, 1 f-word, body dysmorphia,

mentions of suicide.
 
 So, I mean there was this dude called Narcissus, you know? And he

loved himself. Soo much. 

Like how I should have?

No.
 *****

 
Sharp rivulets of neon pink and aquamarine spring from all over Alice’s
head. They adorn her with a pale glow, a tiny halo of cigarette smoke
runs up her sleeves, tiny words in fonts no one understands scribbled
on an ankle. She stands leaning onto a column and smiles, all her teeth
paler and whiter than all of Hollywood in a bottle. Cushioned bangs fall
onto her eyes, but not like how they do before yours, they string
themselves up in a manageable queue of respondents and stand before
a receptionist. They float for a second before falling back, they puff and
press under the right heat and they wrap themselves round her fingers
when the long strands are tied back. You envy them sometimes, when
she prides herself upon them, when she takes extra time in combing
them and swishing them off and discussing suitable colors with her
new friends. When they become what you were.
 
She never wanted to color you neon green though, so that's one good
point. 

 **

Like how Alice loved her hair?

What?



Nothing, go on 
 

**
 

The washroom. 

Alice stands by the sink and cradles a swath of droplets to at her hair
back, smoothing it and tucking it behind her ears. She almost doesn't 
notice you. 

You pretend not to notice her. 

"Hey, wait." 

"Look, please, listen." 

You are half-sure she can already hear the voices in your head
screaming over each other and the thoughts you try to hide in your
stomach. They escape as hiccups, plunging fistfuls of air, they wrap
cold hands around your neck, they prickle like dead fish bones ant the
back of your neck, they smell like soil from a graveyard. 

"Go on." 

You don't turn around. 

"You've been- I mean- different lately. Can I do something to help?" 
Great. Now she's acting like you weren’t the exact person who dropped
off candy in her locker each Monday, picking out the grape gummies
because she didn’t like them, like she is a charitable old lady who
doesn’t really know you. 

"I don't know Alice, We were supposed to be friends." 

“Look-” She hesitates “Friendships change. People, I mean, people grow
apart right? I just don’t feel like hanging out with you anymore.”

“So that’s it, you’re fucking sick of me.” 
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“Look,” She places a hand on your shoulder, just like she did when you
were tiny and played tag and she would catch up to you, breathless, her
shorts dotted with sand and would shout as she caught up. She doesn’t
got to the beach anymore. 

“Please. I’m not sick of you; I mean you probably want to move ahead
too, right?” 

Her tiny pulls will never make you turn around. 

You run. 
***

Right, so this dude, he sees himself in the waters of this river and he
just falls in love with himself. He’s like I wanna be with myself. 
Oh my god, so people are more self-obsessed than Alice? 

Seriously?

Ok, fine, this dude wants to rail himself, tell me more. How does this
relate to me Patience is a virtue, and you don’t have a single tidbit of it.
Just move on.

Ok, so he falls into this mad little obsession, right. And he leaves
everyone he loves and just stares at his reflection.

You’re roasting alice here and I like it.

Listen, so he leaves everything, and he needs to achieve himself, right?
He knows he can’t. 

What do you think this mad lad does?

um-

He kills himself. His want for himself, this need to be with himself 
demolishes him. 

wait. 

He’s you.
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10 tips on how to confident and present yourself well. 

Top 15 ways you can build self love and confidence.

Tabloids and magazines you flick through in stores, really trying to soak 
up the information. 

Box dyes taunt you from across the aisles even as you look through
kool-aid, even as you realize that you can’t have flies hanging onto your
hair

In the bathroom, after bathing, as you lather up the kool-aid, as you
scream and stomp you feet and tear out your hair. As you examine each
inch of you and frown and cry about the fat and pick up strawberries
instead of strawberry cream biscuits and shove green mixtures into
your mouth and say no, thank you on pizza day. As you realize that your
hair needs to be bleached but you aren’t allowed to do that. 
The box dye always taunts you. 

So does she, perfect and sparkling , drenched cold in compliments. As
she soaks up so much of the limelight, she sizzles in it, cherry picked
from a Madame tussauds somewhere even as she sits at her table at
lunch and taps her shoes. 
 
But - I mean I didn’t love myself so much that I demolished underneath it,
c’mon. 

You’re looking at the wrong part of the story again. 

 I wish you were obsessed with something other than old dudes who loved
themselves. 
haha

 **
 

Walmart as you try to find the best clothes. The most stunning clothes.
As you try to squeeze into them. 
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Exercise videos, and back pains when you don’t keep the lower body
pasted on the floor and when you do the plank wrong and can almost
feel the instructor shouting and calling your name as Alice did
whenever you would be the one who knocked and knocked on her
door till she would wake up and take you on bike rides to the beach and
would utter your name when the dude would ask for orders and you
were staring out at the sea and trying to catch the ships before the
disappeared. As she said goodbye, hugging the name with her tongue,
twisting and stretching it out like taffy, taking all the time in the world
to say a first goodbye, and then say it again and again until your parents
forced you apart and you promised that you would bring her
something to eat the next day. As you set the alarm so early that you
could view the sunrise together and share your mom’s namakpare and
laugh at the absurdity of the fact that you both really did it. 

Stepping into locker rooms and people admiring you, and your work
finally pays off, but none of her friends change sides. 

As you go back home and wonder why you don’t really like yourself still,
why your confidence isn’t there. 
****

A tiny cardstock piece hanging to the outside of your locker by tape, an
invitation to a Halloween party hosted by one of the seniors. Oh well,
you think, at least there’s one effect of having sore abs all the time. 
It is flashing lights and neon punch in red paper cups. It is seeing seeing
Alice and trying to unsee her. It is running back home, and seeing your
older sister and knowing that she knows She knows and she’s about to
make it her business. 
 **
Look, you can’t achieve perfect confidence.

I guess?

Yeah, no one can. No one can kiss themselves and no one can have
perfect confidence. You following? 

Yeah. 
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You are, like so many scattered into tiny little shards, not a whole. And
you try to polish the shards before they’re completely a thing.  

So?

Well, to achieve a perfectly polished state, you first need to reach a
state. You want confidence and self-love, but you forget but you first
need to accept yourself. Baby steps. 

 Oof ok, wow. I mean-

No problem. In our own ways, we’re all pretty broken. Also always
happy to not write my term paper. 

She begins. 

So, I mean there was this dude called Narcissus, you know? And he
loved himself. Soo much.
 
Alice
Hey? 
Please reply
Can we meet at the beach tomorrow? Ice cream?

          You are typing….
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St. Annie Lennox Rides
at Dawn
Clem Flowers

TRIGGER WARNING : 
Vague allusions to drinking

Dawn leftover for us winners of the night before,
Resplendent in the poison ruining our skulls & sending us running from
the prying eyes of the neighbours,
Whose azaleas we passed out beside or in after a rousing, warbling
chorus of “Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)”, where
We tried & failed at 360 flips and it's a bit of a wonder our skateboards
barely survived the rundown that massive,
Rain-streaked hill and waves of declarations that it was the greatest
night of our lives,
It was and it will be forgotten, like the nights always are.

They/ Them, a desert dweller who loves the air after the rain.
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Wash Off Your Senses
Dorothy Lune

Today, water beads onto shampoo & body wash like pearls. A
shower is a white noise box. I dislike condensation from being
overwhelmed in train stations & stores. Neurotic elixir I
breathe in disturbs my gut.

So: I am showering, I am rinsing off my senses, & patting
myself dry to be wetless, beadless, & free of a pearl's
strangulation. I am cleansing, I am baptizing a mind expired
as an apple. Neoned teeth, chartreuse veins, fuzzy blood,
social anxiety, sound. Denimed heart enamel, blued away—
but my love is muscular & thicker than a velvet ring.

So: I am showering, I am cutting the knot of frogs in my belly,
& I am wiping condensation off like bottled water. Social
anxiety weighs 45kgs of stacked empty Zactin boxes. Peeling
back labeling, sanding off instructions, scrubbing a bottle cap
like a mouth of toxic soil: there is sane skin beneath plastic &
cardboard that was being drunk all along— I may realise that
when the medication kicks my mind into centering, into
balancing.

So: I am showering, I am rinsing off my senses, & patting
myself dry to be wetless, beadless, & free of a pearl's
strangulation.

So: I am showering, I am cutting the knot of frogs in my belly,
& I am wiping condensation off like bottled water.
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Dorothy Lune is a Yorta Yorta poet who has been writing poems
for 4 years, born in Australia. Her work has appeared in Aurora
Journal, Pink plastic house, Open leaf press, Ice lolly review, &

more. She draws, paints, writes poems, & is compiling a
manuscript entitled Lady Bug.  
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Finally I Feel At Home
I wash each plate with apple scented product- 
Recognition that I am home.
Reinforcing each of my calcium infused bones. 
Daily dances in the living room, in beat with the stereo boom. 
Sweetened moments sipping from a coffee cup that is my own. I have
grown. 
My home...

Rhianna Levi

Young teacher and academic who thrives on writing about
humanity, the gothic, and mortality.
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Blistered Bliss
Whisky glass and lethargic sleet ,
In fogged car windows that enlist null protection.
We have been here before- pinching at lead streamers coined in tin
foil.
In an intention to be royalty.
It comes down to boiling all longing.

Rhianna Levi

Young teacher and academic who thrives on writing about
humanity, the gothic, and mortality.
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What she was left with
Remains, her dad and mother   sleeping beneath the covers 
of the soil as they do    on their matrimonial beds 
some few periods ago.    Remains of the rested missiles 
standing to fog the sky    in honor of her, the last 
living branch on her family tree.    Broken boughs, 
Fallen cradles, enough tears    to clean her cloth off blood stains 
the skies replicating.    A half-burnt washing machine, 
a last coat of grief,    her shelter. A new lullaby 
from her mother anytime    she snuggles on the bare 
to sleep; “Oh beloved!   Come seek us where our voices sound, 
We cannot sing    above the grounds”.

Oladejo Abdullah Feranmi

He is a writer, Veterinary Medicine student with his works
published/forthcoming in poet's choice, tectonic mag amongst

others.
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Title 9 Complaint Against
the Shower Curtain 

What the fuck is this?? 
There are not one, 
not two, 
but three 
gaps between 
the shower curtain 
and the wall, 
allowing anyone to freely get a peek 
at what’s inside 
like looking through a peephole 
in a door 
or listening to the next room 
with your ear 
against the wall. 
Seriously?? 
The one thing I want 
during a shower is 
peace 
and you just took that 
away from me? 
Others able to get a peek 
at what a woman’s body looks like 
whenever they want? 
Don’t you know that 

Halle Preneta
TRIGGER WARNING : 

Mentions of body image
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I do not have a woman’s body? 
That I am not Venus? 
That I am not Aphrodite? 
That I am simply me? 
The strands of brown hair 
slinking into the drain. 
The red splotches 
on my shoulders 
I don’t even know what they are 
or how they got there. 
The red scar on my stomach 
 from when I had appendicitis in third grade, the memory of when my
mom would take me down the hallway 
into a waiting room with a fish tank 
and I would make the eel talk 
because that’s the kind of person I am flooding over me 
like the water dripping 
down my back.
My veins 
bleeding blue 
like you could string them up 
like fairy lights, 
watch them glow 
in the dimly lit sky 
of my heart. 
My heart glowing 
as I slink into a towel. 
Attempt to dry myself 
quickly 
so no one can see 
the body 
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I never asked for. 
Look, I know a body image poem 
is the most 14 year old thing 
I could ever write. 
You have seen this poem before, 
I know you have. 
Maybe you have even written this poem before on bathroom mirrors 
and post it notes, 
anything you could quickly find. 
But even here, 
 standing in a communal bathroom shower, the warm water hitting
against my back like a mallet to a bass drum, 
I know 
I am imperfect. 
I am the last puzzle piece 
that does not fit 
with any of the other 
puzzle pieces, 
clunky and frustrating 
and wrong. 
 I am the plastic piece in your dishwasher that has broken off 
and now you can’t use 
the top rack 
because it won’t pull out 
of its home. 
I am the chipped mug 
you used to have your coffee in 
but when you cut your tongue on me, you threw me away. 
I sing way too loudly
when I’m scared 
and have panic attacks 
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in bathrooms, 
hearts ticking 
like little time bombs 
against white porcelain 
ready to explode 
at any second. 
I agonize over talking to you, 
 draft words I hope make sense in my brain 
but then lose them all 
when I see your smile. 
I love way too quickly 
and resort to being alone 
when I really need help. 
I am not perfect. 
This shower curtain 
is the perpetrator of 
my vulnerability, 
allowing others to see 
the internal organs 
and emotions 
that make up this body 
that’s been given to me. 
This body I’m still learning how to love, even at eighteen, 
even at nineteen, 
probably forever 
and that’s okay. 
I just didn’t need other people 
to see the battle, 
to hear the war cry, 
to know I’m not perfect 
before they learned 
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who I really am: 
Just a girl 
trying her best 
to live.

Halle (she/her) enjoys writing short romance, sci-fi, and horror
stories along with poetry and gets her ideas from random life

experiences and fanfiction.
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Rhubarb Leaves
Ria Saint-Ann

TRIGGER WARNING : 
Brief allusion to racist attitudes

 
 
 

How many times did I tell myself I would avoid that 
I guess it was futile in a sense 
Most days I try 

There’s nothing wrong with protecting yourself 
Wrapping your vulnerability 
Shielding it from prying eyes 
Right? 

I’ve been warned not to trust 
Told I should view life not like the other kids 
No rest 
Never rest 
Stay alert 
There’s poison in the foxgloves you know 
Toxins weaved within rhubarb leaves 
The stems are sweet though 

Now the rhubarb plants have vanished from the garden 
Foxgloves too 
I used to watch my grandparents make rhubarb crumble 
Watch the fragrant sharpness bubble in a silver pot 
Taste it in a fragile porcelain bowl 
Amazed as if I had narrowly escaped a nudge with danger 
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Fragrant sharpness 
Like the joy of school days 
Pre-secondary 
The cutting reality of a trio of friends becoming a duo 
I didn’t realise they were best friends 
I always thought we were equal 

Never rest 

The sharp sourness of a hushed conversation 
A few steps across the marked tarmac 
“only people who look like us can know this” 
I cried myself to sleep that night 
My mum would have sent a letter if she’d known 
A stern stoic defence 
I imagined I didn’t want the hassle 
In truth I was scared of new noiseless continuations 
Stay alert

Sometimes it’s a shame really 
My days pass more peacefully when I’m rested at heart 
But twisted events 
Thorns in the garden soon shake me up from that ideal 

Then it all heals over 
Leaving blister marks 
Scrapes on the worn soles of my feet 
Taking moments (months, years, etc.) to fade 
Reminding me that there’s nothing wrong with hiding away 
Right? 
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I try to forgive 
I never forget 
The spring roses are too vibrant for that

Ria Saint-Ann is a Black-British artist and writer from England
who writes about longing, identity, her Jamaican heritage, nature

and memories.
 
 



64

The Rigging Machine
Leslie Cairns

The machine was mostly rigged 
Stains of fingerprints long left 
But I, at six, didn’t know it then. 

I was good at clawing and catching softness 
With machinery made to make them all fall down into 
The box again, for another kid to get beguiled. 

Why do I remember the cartoon banana, yellow and plush 
And the leg of a flamingo stuffed animal -- two shapes intertwined
together 
Pink and yellow like the IM messages from my friend 
As I pulled up two animals 
And the man behind the counter said, “I have never seen people win 
Let alone twin prizes.” 

 I remember those two animals, as I stared at them like swindling
babies on the Chesapeake bay And yet I cannot remember how we
unraveled 
And I can’t remember what you sounded like when you were mad. 

 My therapist curls her hair sometimes and asks me what you said
when I would disassociate. And I know it’s probably somewhere hidden, 
Like trying to find the prize that was starting to come loose 
From the others.
But like growing up and seeing that winning a stuffed animal on a hook 
For a quarter is rigged 
The capable trail ends there.
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I remember you entering the room, as I stared at the grey, mechanical
CD case. Leaning forward as my ribs crush and my mind quakes.
I press my cheek into the plush green carpet 
Waiting for you, my mom, to walk away eventually. 

Cheek on soft stained, fake-green, envious of the kids at school 
Whose parents believed them.

While you said I was a manipulative daughter 
And you have to let go of trying at some point 
But I can’t remember the spaces in the words 
Of what you said 
And I can’t remember the hook of the argument 
That allowed me to 
Fall for it.
A flamingo limping on one leg 
I, as an adult, 
Have no idea why the words still hurt 
From the times you trapped me there 
In the four childhood walls 
Filling me with gilded gold truths 
Of who I am 
And who can catch me 
And who hurts whom 
And who is worth 25 cents. 
Not me.
I’m the double twin prize 
I’m the good girl 
That leaves with impartial softness 
In her hands. 
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Haiku of Fire
Leslie Cairns

Warmth is privilege
Without measure. Smolder is
A love gone too far.

Warm Words
Gnocchi, key, smores, ghosts
Saying goodbye one more time.
Saxophone, glove, rise.

Leslie Cairns is a writer for the mental health community, and
holds an MA in English from SUNY Fredonia.
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Low
Trevor Yurek

If you lay down on the dusty carpet and put your ear 
against the floor, you will not hear the ocean, but 
you will hear "Party in the U.S.A." by Miley 
Cyrus, and despite how much you love 
that song, your position becomes fetal, 
and you flood the apartment with 
the bodily fluids of, not your 
choice, but the choice 
of the husk you 
are trapped
inside
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Finale
Trevor Yurek

Last year's faux pas lingers on my chapped lips,
ready to serve as a weapon against those who suppose 
trial and error will breed a remedy to aid the chaos 
that someone, somewhere has created, 
where aspirations lie paralyzed, 
saline covered cheeks remain frozen, 
anchors lose their grip on the sand, 
and floorboards are pried open to reveal rotten lunch meat,
defining the result of our decadence

All bodies are decaying,
fresh out of a loved one, or one estranged,
and each body will levitate into the black above, 
once speckled with stars

Will anyone's clock be set correctly ever again?
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1:37 am
Trevor Yurek

You take the melodies from the thick plastic over your ears as gospel

The brain resides in a static space where you
Are unable to determine the words spoken in various
Tones but these tones form bumps in your consciousness like
Braille, as, on a later date, you are given a chance
To revisit these melodies during any
Future inaccessibility to the tangible sounds that force your
Head to bounce back and forth at this moment

A satisfying peeling off your bulky, sweaty headset
In front of a rectangular artificial light
In a now unsatisfying silence.
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Bear Crawl
Trevor Yurek

People who look in my eyes see a diluted soul drowning
in NyQuil and chocolate milk, a skin suit stuffed 
with breadsticks and biscuits, crimson skin suffers 
between pinched fingernails, the brain lynched
by light and pressure, floor weary of salt water, 
ledger unbalanced, pending transactions, not relaxed, 
a function sensitive to all potential fractions 

They say they know how I feel, so their reluctance confuses me
And to that I say: "I don't make the calls, but just please make it stop"

Rubbing alcohol streams into sulci, lint roller gyrates against gyri, 
it stings, it aches, but they say I must first feel like I have sunk into 
the deepest depths of a stone well full of hydrofluoric acid, 
where my wounds regenerate every day like Prometheus, 
only for my body to be devoured again the next day, 
then, they say, after many days I will get better, 
and my cautiously optimistic, gullible gum colored soft tissue piece of
ick will believe them 
once again

Trevor graduated from the University of Iowa in 2021 with a BBA
in finance and writing certificate.
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Bathing in my Mother's
Sea
Arbër Selmani
Blessings sleep here 
Brightest geese and ducks swim here
The most handsome ones on the horizon
I water my body here
Iguanas, plenty mothers, and healing waters are here.

Mother did not build this sea herself,
This geyser
And I'm not the only sailor
Mother made room for all the children of the world
Redheads and boys with cheekbones are summoned.

Bathing in mother's sea
Dolphins and the whales that are themselves mothers swim here
Rainbow-colored shells beneath the ground
Only here I refresh the soul she gave me.

The water here was brought by all the mothers of this world,
One bucket of water each,
Living mothers, dead mothers, mothers in wheelchairs,
Roma mothers, black mothers, mothers with stillborn children,
mothers who never became mothers
Mothers who were killed in war, mothers whose children were killed in
war,

She, my mother, the queen, gave the bed to the sea.
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Bathing in mother's sea,
Kilometres and kilometres wide, long, deep and quite cold is this sea,
Close to mothers we the children swim towards the embrace
I am the star with blue feathers; my sister is ever sunny crab
The orphan near us tangles like a sea cucumber,
His friend is a green vegetable surrounded by algae,
The dead children live here, they are silver in color and shinny
Hey you little blind girl, here is a sea animal with two eyes and one
heart
Hey you little boy in a wheelchair, here is a salted crocodile with two
arms and two moving legs.

Bathing in mother's sea,
Everyone is smiling even the turtles are as if drowned in joy,
With our hands and with our feet we roll in this blue space
Good mothers are here, this is life
Whoever died there is alive here and can jump from the ship
The most divine oceans of geography are pouring over us, the sharpest
dams
Other mothers are on the way
Millions of mothers and children are coming, we are recovering.

Bathing in mother's sea
Away from criminals, away from men who hurt, away from biting
creatures,
My brother is an olive green snake
I see a mother turning into a colourful penguin
Her friend is a fish with a purple coloured spine.

Bathing in mother's sea
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I am bathing in the sea of   goodness, in the sea of   good fortune, in the
sea where the pains get wet and disappear,
I am bathing among sharks, tropical zebras, pelicans that make guitar-
like music
In one moment I am a coral structure in another I become a crown
I am bathing in mother's sea, among the plants, among the maternal
instinct.

Bathing in mother's sea,
I bathe as if it were the last bath, the last dip, the last day of my life,
I am bathing in mother's sea,
I am bathing, in the Sun's sunrises and sunsets.
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Russian Deception
Arbër Selmani

I am in the seventh heaven. 

For God’s sake, I am the favourite dish of seven men!
I am the drink that is poisoning the peak of seven souls
Within these walls seven melodies are being played
From one angle to another,
Fourteen hands treat me like as if I were the most beautiful harp on the
universe.

I am a man,
But I am feeling like the queen of the order of every state.

 One of them is Chekhov, 
He takes me and writes to me literally,
He peels off the shell from my body
He knows well how to write a verse; he knows where the feelings sting 
I bump into him in the corners of this bed,
Around my mouth I have Russian juice, from the saliva of this
passionate man.
He will fall in love with me by tomorrow night,
I am the sauna where he heats up, I am the fountain where his thirst is
quenched.

 Pyotr Tchaikovsky is the most beautiful tonight,
 He asks me to be one of the swans
He tastes me like the last vodka, like I was a lead treasure, 
He touches my eyebrows, and the curtains of the room are flying with
the breath
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I roll with him on the table where the food is eaten,
The vases are broken to pieces, all because of this brave Russian.
Tchaikovsky will fall in love with me by tomorrow night,
This Russian exploded on my stomach with the symphony I love

 I want to rest, but how can I say no to Pushkin
He begs me on his knees, he seems to have lost his muse
My arms tremble when this man approaches me
He gets hard on from my smile, from my seductions,
Since the other one left him, his days are just a lie 
I surrender, on the piano, to all what this man represents,
I surrender over his face. 
He’ll fall in love with me by tomorrow night,
He will feel that he belongs to me, I am his running water on piano, like
a stream.

 Nabokov is sad, fragile, very jealous
He has little hair, smokes of a lot of cigarettes, we reconcile while he
squeezes me 
 hard to himself
 I made every butterfly in his belly, in his bones,
I caused every earthquake to happen in Russia tonight,
He tells me about lullabies, about children, he kisses me and his lips
tremble wet
We are in the bathroom, I give myself madly to him, two books
forgotten on the floor,
With water, destroyed.  
He’ll fall in love with me by tomorrow night,
He protests strongly, then he is afraid, he tells me that I have to love
him.
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 Stravinsky looks out the window, stuck behind me and my neck
He lists the dreams of nights in Moscow,
He kisses my waist with pleasure, my right ear is inside his tongue,
He gives me honey and wormwood, he feeds me, with the opera heard
in background
He invites me to the Russian sea, I give him no reason.
Stravinsky will fall in love with me by tomorrow night.
The fifth man who is touching me tonight, he comes to me like a well of
kissing, 
 like a freshwater spring.

 Tonight I turned to Gogol in every character in the book,
We touch each other, we argue, we kill each other, then he caresses my
feet,
I hate him, I like him.
Between the pillows, two glasses of wine are waiting to be drunk
This Russian man, he will drink me first and then his worries
He will start by praising me, the classical hymn, turning me into a
prophecy

Gogol will fall in love with me by tomorrow night, 
He started crying, this man is crying, but there’s no chance that I’d say
to him ‘I love you’.

My body glows with coconut oil, it’s Dostoevsky’s fault
Everyone leaves the room, the two of us were left alone,
He slaps me lightly on the face, he sees that I am as icy as a storm
Like frost I open myself to this man, I surrender to him like a strong
wind, 
 like lightning, like rain
This big-chested Russian laughs, he thinks he owns me
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Quickly, with his woolen hand, he shakes me as he pleases.
Dostoevsky will fall in love with me by tomorrow night,
 Even if he goes crazy, he won’t swallow me like a quince next fall. 
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HE COULD HAVE STAYED
Arbër Selmani

He could have stayed
because together we would have faced fortunes and agonies.
He could have stayed,
Because there is a wheelchair which we both need to push.

He could have stayed lest I be torn to pieces
He could have stayed and we would spend the summer together again
He could have stayed and we would have cow cheese and cognac for
dinner
He could have stayed I would love him even when he became old
He could have stayed and we would learn every lesson together.

He could have stayed,
As our room was a joyous one as a small school.

He could have stayed as we decided to tame laziness, to travel the
world, to see the universe.
 
He could have stayed but he chose to fade.
He could have stayed as we would help mother get over the depression
together
He could have stayed so I might catch other paths and shores,
He could have stayed and ate together figs, cherries, apricots,
He could have stayed so we could spit on the face of weariness spots,
He could have stayed, to give me again a rabbit for my birthday
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He could have stayed but he chose to fade
He could have stayed and talked about fire and the sea
He could have stayed and we would stroll along the city lake
He could have stayed my notebooks still require a third look

He could have stayed and amaze me with every wrinkle on his face,
with every joke
He could have stayed so we could dance, paint, act

He could have stayed,
as pharmacies can't be visited in solitude.

He could have stayed
the mornings miss his running.

He could have stayed but he chose to fade.

He could have stayed and hug the mountain trees together
He could have stayed and talk about religion, more often, its’ absence
He could have stayed I no longer have my man waiting for me at the
airport
He could have stayed and be the guardian of my slack, be the kin
He could have stayed, waited, to foresee the castles of my world.

He could have stayed but he chose to fade.
He could have raised me but it was time for his soul to flee.

Arbër Selmani (him/his) is a journalist and poet from Pristina,
Kosovo. He has published three books: 'Why grandpa is sad' -

poems, 'Kosovo in 14 cultural stories, 1' and 'Kosovo in 14 cultural
stories, 2' - books with journalistic articles and features.



80

What Crime, What Harm
 Ace Boggess

You picked the lock.
You said words
that were the story.
You opened a door,
let yourself in,
hesitant to be your company.

You don’t even like you.
Look at you
rifling through the medicine cabinet
behind a mirror
you must open 
to hide from your reflection. 

You should exit now,
but night has come on
like a squad car
with its strobes turned off.

You find yourself trapped
in a fortress 
built to keep you 
from reaching 
a hand outside
to your enemies. 
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“What Did the Other Guy Do?”
         —Stephen Dobyns, “Sketching Hector’s Eye”  
 Ace Boggess

With a sudden thrust one blacked my eye,
Certain I signaled my partner that I had the ace.
Embarrassment, not the beating, made me cry.

Another punched the back of my head, but why?
I grinned at his anger & kept my place. 
He missed the meat but somehow blacked my eye.

The deputy stood on my head & let me lie
In a pool of blood like a wine-dark sea’s embrace.
Embarrassment, not the beating, made me cry.

One stabbed me, & I thought it was goodbye,
Cruel world. His knuckles followed with a sort of grace.
He purpled my body, but never blacked my eye.

The worst? My fault. Spoke out of turn. The man’s reply?
Fists like pistons. I turtled to protect my face.
Embarrassment, not the beating, made me cry.

From memories rather than wounds I thought I’d die,
A suicide by nostalgia for disgrace.
My dodgy arrogance blacked my eye.
Embarrassment, red as a brake light, made me cry.
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“Will You Take Some Advice from a
Total Stranger?” 
          —Mark Halliday, “Vegetable Wisdom”  
 Ace Boggess
You have mistakes to make—
snorting, puffing, bending, straining
as though intoxication or another body 
might glue your open wounds,
close the moue of your loneliness.
What could I say that would scare you
to correction, ease you of doubt, release you
from the bonds you’ve built since birth?

My advice is this: Get out there. Fuck things up.
Fall down a manhole. Wreck your car.
Try not to harm another, or yourself when possible.
As the fast horse said to the passing pack mule,
Carry on, brute. You’re aimed where I have been.
Go find out why I race the other way.

Ace Boggess is author of six books of poetry, including Escape Envy
(Brick Road Poetry Press, 2021), with writing in Michigan

Quarterly Review, Notre Dame Review, Harvard Review, and
other journals.
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Carmilla
Charlie Bowden

What have you done, my love?
Your leather glove is all I’ve seen of you for months,
an ancient relic I refuse to touch.
No maid, you may not move it from its rightful place,
it dangles tantalisingly from its chair, 
a crude mimic of the starless tresses of your hair.

The newspapers said your skin was fair, but that doesn’t do it justice.
Fair sounds adequate, inconsequential but to me it was beyond
compare
while you were here. Now it’s like the moon, always hanging in my
eyesight
but out of reach. I just want to look into the rock pools of your eyes,
sunbathe on your beach.
Your body fades into new shapes in my mind, fingers washing over my
back,
serpentine, the scaly grooves imprinting, lingering, leaving a distinct
shine.

Why didn’t you tell me you were going to die?
I won’t let you be a stranger to my heart.
Let it fly to you, let us go back to the start.
Carmilla, I can’t be left in the dark. I’m coming to the other side.
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Eunice
Charlie Bowden

What’s in a name?
A storm by any other name would sting as sharp
and as I’m being besieged by what sounds like a seller of crucian carp
I think of how odd it would be to have a storm named after you.
Eunice, derived from Greek, meaning good victory. 
Ominous. 

As I’m thinking all this,
the birds meanwhile have flocked to Eunice’s leftover stock of chips.
I roll her name around in my mouth, feel it dip and dive along my
tongue.
I can taste her scribbled secrets, consecrated like a secret code on the
back of a biscuit tin.
Not such a stellar victory if you leave incriminating clues,
if you ask me.

You know,
they used to name Caribbean cyclones after saints in the 1500s.
Eunice, a tiny biblical blip but an endless idea, mother to a saint, 
resurfacing year on year like the skin of an egg.
If you want a saintly moniker, name it Storm Margaret Atwood.
Watch it spread over the Canadian Shield, sit upon the grass and make
a big deal.
The malevolent north is known for its zeal.
Give Eunice a rest, let her heal, her crucian carp need to be blessed.
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Digital Lightning
Charlie Bowden

You don’t know the fright I felt when I looked up at the sky
and saw the sun had been blotted out with black dye.
A storm had been brewing for quite some time
but good old curiosity caused a steep climb.
See, we’ve weathered digital storms before –
well, the only ones without shelter were the poor –
and as they kept coming, more and more,
pamphlets and papers cried out that a soar
was on the horizon, hard and fast, flying straight for us,
but the common people echoed the prosperous chorus
and forged ahead to see how many fires could be fed
before the storm capsized us and came down like lead.
It’s digital lightning but it strikes just as hard
as electric tendons snaking across the stars,
inviting culpable chaos, inspiring bards
who saw the world fall like a house of cards;
those at the top can breathe fresh air
but the tempest will take them if they don’t care
about the machines shredding our souls down there.
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A Virgin Spring
Charlie Bowden

I draw up a deck chair to the side of a lake,
just to ruin the scenery.
I pull a word out of the water,
the froth of February snapping at my hand.

Aubade.
The morning song of a mackerel to his fishwife. 
The ballad of pain and pleasure, of marriage.
Someone had thrown it into the currents,
knowing it would be carried down the line into my grimy hands.

I contemplate whether to pickle my find in a strong brine,
make it more rough, coarse, ready for what I have in store for it.
I watch the willow tree hanging over the calm water as I drown the
word.
There must be a metaphor in there somewhere.

It’s an adult baptism, blasphemous, and it comes out screaming bloody
murder.
I smile. No, this will be a slow death,
of pondering and painting the pimples of starlight that poke through
the sky
until I lie like Winston Churchill but without the politics, just the title
and the deck chair; 
it’s mutually assured destruction, a strategic design
I’ve been envisioning since the beginning of time.
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It’ll be April, and my legs’ll start to sway
and nobody will notice I’m gone
except the crow who will come to peck my eyes out.
I never needed them for anything anyway.

I’ll drink the blood but feel no better.
It’ll just be chalk in my veins, swallowed up piece by piece
like a crumbling mound of feta cheese.

Charlie Bowden is a student from Hampshire, England, who
discovered a love for writing poetry in lockdown after spending

years studying it at school.
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March in Honolulu, Hawaii
Nikolaus Attilio

Picture of a view from the top of
Diamond Head mountain trail in
Honolulu, Hawaii. Multiple hikers
can be seen hiking up the trail, as
well as a view of the ocean below.

Nikolaus Attilio (he/him) is a
young writer and artist from

Florida.


