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I knew from the moment I chose the Theme & Prompt that #7 was going to be on the heavy side, 
emotionally speaking. Hence, the prominent Content Warning on the previous page. CWs are 
tricky. In general, I leave it up to the c ontributor to determine if a CW is warranted for their work. 
Three of the contributors to this issue included CWs with their submissions, and I chose to label a 
fourth. There are as many good reasons to use CWs as there are objections to them, many of which 
are also reasonable. Possibly, I should have used a few more here. Possibly, the theme alone might 
be sufficient to warn readers of the potential dangers lurking within. Certainly, no two people will 
share the exact same opinions, preferences, or practices on their usage. 

Instead of using detailed descriptions of potentially triggering content, I have simply marked some 
pieces with CW at the top of the page. Themes mentioned or implied generally have to do with 
violence, sexual abuse, sexual violence, mental illness, or self-harm. In my opinion, none of these 
works are explicit, and several of the unmarked works also touch on these themes, albeit to lesser 
degrees. This is the first issue where I’ve had to grapple with this, and it’s doubtful my choices will 
satisfy everyone. I am absolutely open to feedback and crticism.

I have deep gratitude and appreciation for all of the contributors to Exist Otherwise, but especial-
ly those who are appearing  in this issue. I know from personal experience that writing from, or 
about, the experiences of trauma can be at once difficult and healing. I am not advocating cre-
ativity or art as therapy, but suggesting that creative expression for its own sake is vital to men-
tal health (for both creators and witnesses). Life is movement. Art is movement with influence, 
direction, and response. With that in mind, our web site is an old-school style blog with comments 
enabled. Please take advantage of that. Come to think of it, maybe I’ll go back in time even further 
inspirationally and introduce a ‘letters’ section in future issues. Let me know what you think about 
that, or anything else...

One last thing. Our new cover design was inspired by my discovery of a delightfully quirky and 
thoughtful typeface, non-binary. I kid you not, on a whim, I did a web search for “non-binary 
font,” and found a brand new typeface with a fascinating back story. I wasn’t expecting to find a 
literal non-binary font, let alone one that so perfectly represents the spirit of this journal.

“Type design as a genealogy of symbols: an experimentation, a reflection on 
diversity and integration, but above all an appeal to what makes us unique: 
human being. WE ARE ONE … AND WE ARE MANY!”

Editor’s Note
Eric Jennings

https://www.printmag.com/typography/ariel-brandolinis-non-binary-font/


5

On the Fluidity of Gender in Flotsam 
(An ekphrastic imagining) 

Melissa Coffey

On certain days, I am disparate 
	 fragments, washed up on the shores 
of humanity; my limbs and torso, 
	 unclassifiable as natural in origin, 
my heart, hidden in sodden detritus, like a matchbox 
	 thrown overboard, adrift and finally ejected 
from the tongue of the sea on some shoreline, trodden 
	 flat by feet more sure than mine. 
						      Where my hips should hinge 
					     to thighs, commanding movement, 
						      there is only an abraded 
				                    rupture, and dashed between them, 
						      the gouge of a cleft, like 
					     a claw-mark, or the burrowing of 
						      some unidentified species 
					     of mollusc; bilabial folds of flesh, 
						      (perhaps with primitive teeth) 
					     armoured by its calcified shell. 
This is not a face my mother 
	 could ever love—I remember as a child 
how she terrified me, claiming she could see 
	 already the devil’s spoon, growing at the end 
of my right arm, instead of my hand, 
	 because of what I wrote in my diary. 
						      On [un]certain days, I 
					     hurl my right hand, palm like 
						      a tarnished spoon, far 
					     from my body, disowning the father 
						      it crudely shapes out 
					     of memories, falling from my head 
						      like moulted feathers 
					     of migrating birds—unmissed, left 

					                  behind on wintered coastlines. 
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Because of where he found 

	 my hand that night, too far 

under the bedclothes for 

	 innocent repose. I was only trying 

to decipher my contradictions, 

	 to fish for other possibilities, 

lost in my inland sea. 

						      On certain days the hereditary 

					     shadows this body casts are alien, 

						      indecipherable, growing 

					     tangles of tentacles; 

						      I do not recognize myself. 

On [un]certain days, I fear 

	 at birth, my mother flung me from her, 

crying to the world to sever 

	 our connection, my umbilical cord 

like a frayed wire; and she, 

	 a circuit burnt, because I was both 

too much and not enough to bear. 

	 Still, its doppelganger juts from my belly, 

like a phallic phantom limb—and I 

	 am always trying to electrify the world 

out of complacency in dualities. 

						      How she warned me Hell 

					     was an endless banquet, where 

					                  everyone was eternally 

				                    hungry, because Satan gave them 

				                                 spoons; the handles longer 

					     than their arms, so they never 

					                  reached their mouth, and 

				                     being sinners, they didn’t think 

						       to feed each other. 
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On certain days, when the sands 

	 of uncertainty shift beneath me, and 

I am folded in on my salted secrets, 

	 you collect my flotsam parts together, 

cherishing me in your palm, 

	 like a child who believes everything 

found on a beach is treasure.
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Durga
Sonali Roy



9

carve this marble face again

it’s the ADHD masking me,

the drink blurring my face into a recognisable shape,

something I can stand looking back at me,

though the mirror grimaces at my horror contorted teeth.

we dance to melodies I’ve never heard and will not remember

but surrender to, nonetheless.

I find a crushed rose somewhere on the floor,

tangle it between strangled hair,

artfully arranged into something like hope,

maybe the scent will cover the lonely.

my gown snags on nettles but the burn is intoxicating,

I imagine how they will tattoo me in red,

create patterns that are not of my own making

and I sigh in pleasure at the full moon hanging low.

in this light, we are all still children,

possibility in our veins

like vessels yet to be chained.

he takes my hand to leave 

and I visit the compact,

ensure the lipstick is still intact

for the burgundy lines contain my lies

and he cannot see them yet.

here, the scars feel like velvet

and lust overwhelms the fear in touch,

when he kisses me,

I see constellations of memories

where I did not need to hide.

later, thirsty and naked,

I trace gentle fingers over the cloak

he cannot see,

Carve This Marble Face Again
Cara Pleym
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how I offer my form in ways I know will please him.

it will not last much longer,

my energy straining at the extension of the deadline,

he will never understand why I’ll leave him here.

when I go, torched swan feathers will flutter down in my wake,

my neck will break again

out of the pretence,

these wings of bone will bear me home with vicious whistling.

the empty is always so loud,

and so unbearably, 

unforgivably

crowded.
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All creatures under the moon gaze into the

Blue, as we watch True Crime documentaries

Catapulting us to the future. They submit to the

Darkness. All creatures are listening. It might be

Easy to join them, but we whisper on another

Frequency. Sometimes they see us, they say we’re

Ghosts now. They ramble on about how we broke

History, how we’re echoes now. It was just our

Initiation into radio breaking. We paint pottery cracks yellow,

Jovial as our bones. I made a ring for you, you

Kept it till you could bury it with a copperhead’s

Lungs and hung the snakeskin above your door.

Maybe this was a warning of sorts. I think the snake feels

Naked now. Some of the creatures started dancing, an

Odd omen. You don’t listen. I hold our stories with

Prongs, I tie them with butcher string. We eat

Quesadillas six hours till sunrise, before they all start

Racing. I thought you liked your yellow jagged scars.

You Sacrificed our perfect nights for life. They’re mine now,

The tears on my hands are mine now. Remember when

Utopia was ours? It’s okay, all things can be broken with my

Vendetta. I’ll slip the Xanax in your apple sauce. I can hold your

Waste even if it’s shattered. Why didn’t you take the

Xanny? When did you start questioning me? We broke

Yolk, that was the nature of us. Sunrise never comes, but

Zeal is ours! It was ours! I was yours.

You and Me in Dark Blue
Sadie Burch
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Now, floating on the shining altar of nothing, I have a confession to make. No longer will I 

seek fine excuses, no longer will I escape into the warmth of a benevolent gloom. Here I stand 

against the blinding azure cool, Below me, above me, beside me, emptiness. There is no trace 

of humanity, only I breathe faintly. I prepared this speech when I knew I was coming here. Or 

rather, that I was prepared. Or maybe I was being made here all along, made to be here. The 

freezing winds of the cloudy night blew the thought into my ears that I must go. I took out this 

paper, full of ideas. It didn’t say this then, just sketches of crossed-out roads. Now the paths are 

filled with curved stones, silent footsteps, and thoughts. Now, this blue light is twisting every 

bone in my body, I see my torn tendons, my missing heart, and my weak body slowly turning 

to dust. So, I must confess, yes, it is the only right thing to do. I know someone will hear this 

now, I feel it in my relaxed muscles, my liver, my kidneys, my toes. There must be an angel 

somewhere because I deserve better than this. With all of my promises, I only wanted better. A 

hut in a gale, a fireplace in a snowdrift, gentle darkness in a bright flood of light. Here, however, 

my pleading tears turn sour, my accusatory answers bounce off the wall of infinite space, my 

dew-shy wavering is futile.

Have I ever sent anyone else here myself? It is because of them that all this has happened, I 

cannot help this repeated fatal misfortune. They were swallowed up in their own swamps. I 

had to let them all go. Except for Last. When I pushed him there, he tried to climb out of the 

thick swirl of dirt, but I pushed him back. I did it for him. Yes, for him. It was better for both of 

us. I no longer heard the muffled edge of his words, his constant, nerve-wracking complaints, 

and then, perhaps for the first time in my life, I felt good. And after all, it was a nice place to be, 

wasn’t it? It’s not so bad here. I’m getting used to ice flowers on my marrow, and it’s nice to be 

alone.

Now I’m waiting for someone to show up. I listen to the quiet click of the clock of nothingness. 

Nothing moves. Time doesn’t flow, and the stifling air doesn’t move. Let me go back where I 

belong, to all that is wronged, to another martyr’s struggle, to the embrace of bitter happiness, 

to the soft quilt of silken regret! I have no place here, nor ever shall. I wish I could have loved 

more, in fact, that’s what I know best. I knew. Perhaps I was too good for the land of swampy 

mud, shedding too many tears in the dust of dry sandy deserts. No, that’s not true. Nothing is.

The View From Halfway Down
Blanka Pillár
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I don’t even know what I was going to say anymore, even though I’ve been preparing to tell 

you all this since birth. I’ve told everyone I’ve ever been around the planet that they’ll regret it 

all when they look back on it at the last dawn. That my greatness would one day be repaid, and 

they would stand alone in the burning pits of a burning hell. Behold, I was the mire, the marsh, 

the mud. I was destined to poison, to creep unnoticed into the veins of the mind and heart, to 

wear away the fragile sparks of joy that seemed eternal. I have fulfilled my sublime destiny, I 

have done my best, so why am I here? I only did what I had to do, what I was asked, what I was 

begged to do.

I am paying for them again, this time with my own skin, the whiteness of my teeth, the beauty 

of my face. Why is no one here to pity me? I am the most wretched of all the broken-winged 

cicadas and blind hawks, nor do I have the reward, the comfort, the wing or the eye that I 

deserve in this place. Now I lose everything, as the earth turns around the extinct light of the 

black stars. Ever since I first opened my eyes, I have wanted to enter the azure ring nice and 

clear, but my body and soul grow more impure with each passing moment as the thread of 

life joins between the fingers of my stumpy hands. I can lie no more, as I have always done, 

Nor would I have anyone to deceive with the bitter ode of my own sorrow. Only one thought 

emerges from the depths of my skeleton as the claw of emptiness slowly reaches, and the blue 

light breaks the remnants of my glassy eyes. All I think of is what Last said before he was swal-

lowed by the bottomless swirling cruelty: ’Now I hope we both die’.
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You opened your eyes under the sunset sky,

beneath its red hue that seemed like

someone had slashed its belly with a common knife,

and the wound had bled and spilled,

until the darkness buried it.

At dusk only books had been kind enough to tell you any stories.

You’ve been gentle, you’ve been kind, 

you’ve suffered each kiss from navel to neck,

and your naked body had shivered with

or without her gentle touch.

At dawn you’d dreamt your guardian dead.

Lately he’s been softer, he’s been kinder, 

after he’d twitched from navel to neck,

while his near-dead body had shivered with each electric touch.

Have you ever heard of the haunted and healed?

The pools of dripping tears, searing the bruises,

and your naked butt cheeks on his cold mahogany marble,

are still buried in the pensive dark.

The Haunted and the Healed
Hiten ChojerCW
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At dusk, I’m slowly walking
under a dark cast of hawks.
Rain is again approaching,
a wash of blue-black clouds
coloring everything.

In the heavy downpour,
my thoughts
thicken with shadow
and time.
I remember a childhood dream
about a prairie railroad
at night, no one
there, the track
stretching into light-eating
horizon, a bleak dread
everywhere in a world
gone Godless.

I daily carry pricking nettles
from that dream, and I left
a part of myself
behind all those years ago.
Even walking now,
I’m falling back into
that nightmare
to again face something pure—
an elemental
fear, ancient
and ageless.
In that quiet
kingdom,
I’ll finally shed my name
and wait for the train.

Returning There
Alexander Etheridge
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From the turmoiled age of thirteen, she has rebuilt herself, piece by piece, into something 

far less inconvenient. When her father told her she was too sensitive, she plucked the 

tear ducts from her face and replaced them with a rolodex. When her mother scolded her 

for being stubborn, she sawed her fists off at the wrists, crafted fingers out of letter keys. 

When her friends left her, she traded her arms and legs for great bundles of cord, her feet 

for sticky pads, her chest for a cabinet with a key. Her ears she swapped for satellites, and 

she fashioned eyes from telescopes. She gave up her stomach, then her lungs, her pelvis, 

her uterus, her head. The last thing she pawned off was her still-throbbing heart, and she 

stuffed her empty drawers with manuals instead. How to Eat, How to Date, How to Breathe 

When You’re Panicking. How to Sleep. How to Cope. You’re Still You When You’re Alone.

Robot Girl
Ashley Wagner
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suddenly everything leapt into continuous motion 

                the debunked tripartite brain    your fearful shoulders  

wing bones seizing, our bodies seed-

ing the soil of the pillowcase, in your sweatpants  

pockets     my shovel hands 

				              leave me alone, I say

wriggling further down the bed 

I am counting backwards from the end I am 

circumnavigating the half moons of spit

on the sheets I am looking for the 

tapped stash of Atarax / Lorazepam / Zopiclone 

you sit upright again and gesture at your heart as if to say

							            here it is 

							        

in the game of which-of-these-photos

feature rabbits/streetlights/motorcycles/maps  

we are being beaten like eggs into 

stiff peaks whipped and hardly working 

from a reduced capacity to discern 

whose elbow is this         whose rib      which of us is 

ceding, ceasing, throwing misleading shadows on 

the wall         locked in this even match we wrestle     

yes      we wrestle all night

the month we stopped sleeping
griffin epstein
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Hangzhou 杭州
L. Acadia
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The silence on my end of the phone stretches. Oh, the dreaded third date. First dates often 

revolve around coffee. Second dates involve dinner at a favorite restaurant, maybe a movie. 

But the third date? Why does it always have to be dinner at someone’s house? I simmer my 

panic attack and propose other options. Nope. Mike wants to cook for me. And what does a 

home-cooked meal almost always include? Onions. And I don’t do onions.

As an adult, if I admit my aversion to onions, people often tease me by saying, “Don’t wor-

ry, you won’t taste them.” And I always counter by asking why they bothered to put onions 

in their dish then. They shrug, turn around, and ask someone else over for dinner. What 

most people don’t know or realize is that onions are dipped in the gravy of my childhood 

trauma. Liver is too, but thankfully, that would be unusual for a third date.

Pretty sure it was about my fifth trip around the sun when liver and onions were first 

introduced to my unknowing and unsuspecting mouth. Served on happy little plates with 

happy little flowers. Why was all the décor in the ‘70s dripping with orange and yellow? 

Why did everyone call them cheerful colors when to me they were the saddest crayons in 

my entire 64-pack? I had sharpened all the variations of yellow and orange until they were 

little stubs the size of the nail on my baby finger. Cornflower blue was my favorite crayon 

because on paper, it could be even closer to invisible than sky blue, if you colored softly 

enough. If I could choose a superpower, it would be invisibility. Unfortunately, both I and a 

dreaded plate of liver and onions are far from that.

My parents called the onions caramelized. Do not make the same mistake I did and think 

this term referred to those little Kraft cubes we could buy for pennies at the corner store. 

No. A better and more fitting term would be slimy-fried. Turned out that closing my eyes, 

plugging my nose, and swallowing the onions whole took most of the nightmare away. But 

when my stepdad realized what I was doing, he would bait me with: “Chew your dinner. 

Don’t you think your mother wishes she could eat like that?” My mom, paralyzed from 

a car accident when I was four years old, had to be fed by tubes. She’d always be at the 

dinner table though, in her wheelchair, with her corduroy-brown eyes hovering beneath 

damp lashes.

Liver & Onions and Other Gross Things
Kim kjagain Moes
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The liver, I remember, was hard and unforgiving as it barreled down my throat. No amount 

of ketchup or steak sauce could cover up the taste, smell, or texture. Liver was always 

the last to leave my plate, just like I was always the last to leave the table, left there until 

bedtime because I couldn’t finish my dinner. Squeezing my eyes shut, I would dream of 

tearing down the flowered kitchen curtains to fly away into the night on my makeshift 

magic carpet. The stars, I imagined, would give me the strength to take my mom with me 

on my rescue flight.

There wasn’t a rescue flight then, and there won’t be one now. My mom has since escaped, 

but I’m still here. I crank the rusty dial on my courage, giving me strength to say yes to 

dinner.

I arrive and smell the onions from the apartment hallway. Mike’s excitement is contagious, 

and I smile as he hands me a glass of red wine. He’s made spaghetti and meatballs.

The candles are lit. Some light from the kitchen spills into the dining area, making Mike’s 

eyes appear almost cornflower blue. He lifts his forkful, waiting for me to join in the first 

bite. I twirl the spaghetti onto my fork, seeing a few onions clinging to the noodles as they 

spin around and around. We cheer our forks midair. I pretend to propel an airplane and let 

the first bite land on my tongue.

The spaghetti is soft enough to chew without letting my teeth fully touch. This helps 

prevent the onions from grinding between my teeth. A sliver of an onion gropes one of my 

back teeth. I close my eyes to fight back nausea. I visit an imaginary land. The partially 

chewed bite slithers down my throat. Opening my eyes, I feign a smile. The engine revs in 

my stomach, yet I keep the bite down. Success.

As a child, I was no stranger to climbing inside my mind and shutting off all my senses, 

having mastered the art by the time I was four.

There are far worse things to have in your mouth.



21

untitled (Senryu)
Debarati Sen

cobbled street —

seeping through the cracks

my childhood
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The witching hour passes in a jiffy.

A cauldron of repressed torment flows from a blemished soul.

The spectre of my harrowing past stood with open arms,

ready to devour me into its crater of debacle.

Your stinking touch still ravages my sanity.

Your stares defiled my vanity.

I was broken beyond measure!

My childhood wasn’t a treasure.

It turned to a curse,

Those days when existence was sombre interspersed.

Years passed by and I struggled to breathe,

Your menacing laughter made my heart crease.

But you couldn’t dampen my vigor,

I collected my ruins and refurbished them with rigor.

The light to my soul

enters through the crevice you had etched in my memory’s lane,

I reincarnated my spirit from a concoction of tumult and pain.

Spectre of the Past
Debarati Sen
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San Francisco
Wang Cai-Ying
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Time Travel
Aiden Grace Smith

“What happened to the bottle opener?” I ask.

“What happened to the murder hornets?” he counters. My partner has a theory that 2020 is 

proof that time travel exists.

“Seriously, though,” I say, pawing through the kitchen drawer. It contains a potato masher 

with a green wooden handle my mother purchased in the seventies and gave me when I got 

my first off-campus apartment in the hopes that, I suppose, I would be making a lot of mashed 

potatoes to accompany roasts meats for college parties, or more likely because my mother 

has a habit of giving me things she herself no longer has a use for; also wedged in there is a 

lime-squeezer I bought when I was going through a margaritas phase; a gnocchi-rolling board 

I explicitly asked for for Christmas last year and have never used; a tiny spoon with an over-

sized plastic handle with which I used to deposit great dollops of pureed peas into my son’s 

mouth; a spider I bought in Chinatown for reasons I no longer remember; several bent forks; 

no bottle opener.

When I glance up from my fossicking, my partner gives me a look that quite clearly commu-

nicates I am serious, but throws me a bone: “Try the back porch. Weren’t we out there a couple 

days ago?” His theory is this: That each unmitigated disaster that has so unbelievably befallen 

us this year can only be the result of human error on a scale heretofore unseen. That, seeing 

what happened when the Boogaloo Boys came to power, our future scientists (humanist mad-

men saviors all) nipped back to this timeline to quash it, inadvertently unleashing the murder 

hornets. Trying again, dauntless, the would-be heroes came back to annihilate the winged 

menace, only to create cancel culture. And on and on through a global pandemic, kids in cages, 

the closing of his favorite restaurant downtown, a beloved children’s writer being exposed 

as a hateful TERF when we all thought she was so wise, the demise of public education. Who 

knows what 2021 or 2022 will bring?

My partner sifts flour into a large bowl and puts a skillet on the burner to heat. He sets out two 

plates and our partially-melted plastic spatula in preparation. He is making pancakes for din-

ner for the third night in a row. His principal piece of evidence is that you never hear about the 

murder hornets anymore; they seem, he posits, to have dropped out of the timeline altogether. 

This from a man who used to be a physicist, which is why he thinks I should listen to him. 

For Thomas
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I shoulder my way out to the back porch, through the door that sticks in the humidity, and look 

around. I left a Yale sweatshirt out there on one of our plastic deck chairs. An abandoned mem-

oir I have been failing to read for sixteen days is splayed open, cover-side-up, on the glass-

topped table. A citronella candle, perched on the railing, is collapsing in on itself in the heat. 

I pick up the book in case the bottle opener is concealed beneath it, but my action is listless 

and devoid of anticipation. Bereft, I sink into the unoccupied faux-Adirondack. I don’t even 

know anyone who went to Yale. I did used to know a trick for popping the top off High Lifes by 

employing the bottom of a plastic Bic. I’m not sure I can still accomplish that. Looked at one 

way, the story my partner is telling is one about hubris. When he tells it, that is the moral arc 

he emphasizes.

A siren wails up a couple streets away. Two dun-colored little birds sail by on their way to 

somewhere. Really, though, it is an optimistic tale my partner is spinning. Inherent in this idea 

is the notion that things cannot be this organically awful. That people by and large want to 

make things better. That there will always be time to try again.

I sit there for a long time in the gloaming until I start to smell melted butter from inside the 

house. Eventually, I get up to peer over the edge of the porch, try to spot the glint of a necessary 

item in the grass below where perhaps it was accidentally dropped, or anyway fell, so that I 

can recover it.
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Classification
Kristin Fouquet
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The Day Everything Changed
J.D. Gevry

West Coast departure, my lover 

awaiting partner reunion 

his permanent move

        Permanent.

“I’m so excited for you!” 

even as veiled grief wept out 

in rare 

        unexpected red 

flowing ruby-deep 

from where he first entered     me 

but I guess that’s what love looks like 

                                              sometimes
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in the summer of my life
Carolina Gutfreund

sickly, stagnant 

Thumb-sized bruises—from griping too hard—pepper my inner thighs. 

it’s swimsuit season 

and my awkward legs are decorated with scars. 

steamy, sticky summer 

Liquid courage and xannax pulse through my veins, 

my heart will still 

my lungs will accept air. 

sun sets summer 

Car seat patterns momentarily join the bruises on the backs of my thighs. 

my awkward legs sprawled in either direction as fingers find themselves fit to the bruises. 

in the summer of my life 

where i seem to be immeasurably happy
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I step into the shower after days without sleep – 

Thanks to the lovechild of anxiety and hypomania 

That incessantly wails at all hours of the night. 

As I step in, the water burns my skin. 

 

Maybe if it’s hot enough, I think, I’ll get sleepy. 

Maybe if it’s hot enough, I think, I’ll snap out of it. 

 

I scrub away at the layers of my skin 

With brute force someone like me shouldn’t have, 

Unable to see little pieces, 

But knowing they’re going down the drain 

Like melting snowflakes – 

Something so different than what they once were 

Before they were tainted by the germ-ridden world, 

Yet still in essence the same – 

Still the same sick me. 

 

Maybe if I scrub hard enough, I think, I’ll feel something else. 

Maybe if I scrub hard enough, I think, I’ll snap out of it. 

 

Maybe as the layers wash away and leave me raw, 

So will some of the layers 

Of this debilitating disease 

And finally, for once, things will be clearer. 

 

Maybe if it works, I’ll be understood. 

Maybe if it works, I’ll be able to function. 

 

But the water rushes down the drain,  

The Shower
Anna KolczynskaCW
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And all the soap is gone, 

And I realize that when you scrub all your layers away, 

There’s no miraculous cure 

And you’re just left more vulnerable 

Than you were before.
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Dementia
Kristi Ferguson

“I don’t remember.” 

Her voice is tinged with frustration, the furrows on her brow grow deeper and her quivering 

hand reaches to her temple, as though to smooth them away. I sit on the carpeted floor in front 

of her, unmoved. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard these words. Long before her diagnosis—

years even before any symptoms of Parkinson’s, those words wore ruts in my mind. I hear them 

in her voice, and in my father’s. Before his death, he too, had said them often. 

I don’t remember—the empty refrigerator, the beatings, the cartoon drawings of white-beard-

ed, grandfatherly men fucking small-breasted teenage girls, the child-rearing anecdotes that 

recommended fellatio and manual stimulation as effective techniques for putting a toddler 

down to nap. 

My mother sits perched on the beige leather, her pale feet—thin like mine—rest on the edge 

of the couch, her knees pressed into her chest. She is delicate and bird-like. Not at all like the 

woman of my girlhood who showed me perfect cartwheels and taught me to somersault. Her 

thin lips move slowly, her voice is soft and low. When she speaks, it comes out like a whisper. 

Not loud and strident like the mother who shouted when I played with boys—who lectured that 

I needed to stay inside, out of sight of the neighbors’ suspicious looks and curious questions. 

At night, when that sonorous voice read me stories, her wide blue eyes glimmered with the 

same anticipation that I felt for the hero’s journey. Now those eyes are creased and deep set, 

listless, except when she smiles, then they shine beautifully, like in the old days. Her hands—

once so strong that I jumped with fear when she raised one—are too weak to work the knife. 

I cut even the tenderest meat. Chewing itself challenges her now. At dinner, I make rambling, 

one-sided conversation while she eats, ignoring my plate so she won’t see me finish and think to 

give up.    

I can’t let it go. Not this time, not again. “You don’t remember how much time I spent in the 

shed? That you’d only let me outside if I played in there? Or you don’t remember dad going out 

there—that he only started his ‘projects’ after I made it my playhouse?” 

CW
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“I remember the shed,” she clears her throat as she talks, matter-of-fact, “but I don’t remember 

that. I don’t remember that I said you had to play in there.” 

“Do you remember I was twelve? That you said that I would like being there, and at first I did 

like it—I was dying to be out of the house.” 

“I don’t remember you playing there, I don’t remember…” Her voice fades, sifting through aque-

ous memories. 

More than what she remembers, I want to know what she thought. If she thought at any time 

that the isolation might be bad for a growing girl, if she thought it was odd when my father 

wanted to bathe with me and sleep with me—after I had started to look like a woman but while 

they still treated me like a little girl. 

I break her reverie, “Did you know he used to climb into my bed? That he used to touch me and 

try to fuck me?” 

“I didn’t know.” She opens her mouth, then closes it again. She sighs but her face is placid, un-

surprised. 

“Do you think that was okay?” I force down the frenzy I hear in my voice. I adjust to my patient, 

fact-finding tone. “Do you think that incest is okay?”

Her eyes, wide again like the old days, stand still, suspended in space and time but I don’t know 

what they mean. “No, of course not,” she says, at last. She blinks and that look, of fear or recog-

nition, vanishes from her eyes and they are vacant again. “Of course, I don’t believe that incest is 

okay.” 

Her answer changes nothing. Not the showers or the stories or the times I traipsed shamefully 

from the shed to the porch, bare feet against the wet evening dew, the wind wisping through my 

thin nightgown to touch my bare body underneath. Not the therapy nor that I am always too 

angry, or never angry enough. She’s never said those words before, but I can’t tell by her voice 

or the look in her eyes if she means them or if they’re just something she’s learned is the right 

thing to say. 
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Her answer tells me nothing. It doesn’t tell me what she thought those years ago, or what she 

knew or didn’t know. It doesn’t tell me what she would have done if she had known. Nor wheth-

er she would remember what I told her now, if she could remember, for one whole day or two. 

But though they tell me nothing, and change nothing, those words in her voice, of course I don’t 

believe that incest is okay, release some innate relief in me, and I want to hug her. 

Instead, I sit a moment longer, then climb from my spot on the floor in front of her. “It’s been a 

while since you’ve eaten. Can I make you a snack?”
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I cut around my heart, and carefully

lift it out, pushing it slowly

towards you.

Don’t worry, it is a neat incision,

there will be only a little blood.

The pain will not even last

very long, it will be replaced

by a sort of emptiness.

You might even catch me smiling,

but don’t be fooled.

“What happens next,“

you ask?

untitled
Josef Skye Tornick
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spider legs crawl            at the hind of my neck
girl/ like twelve/ crying on her eighteenth birthday.

unclasp before the dresser mirror; a comb made of your father’s teeth:
                saturday’s apple juice. sophomore drop-out. that time
                you almost drowned in the pool. Shanghai’s skyline. BDSM.

touch me like a child/ that is/ i wish you hadn’t. throat
of fruit & tongue twist worm. swallow-swallow-swallow/
and admit:

                                all the women i hated
                 at sixteen-          i’m in love with them                  still.

i want to come home/ for home to hold me in/ for a body that holds a home/
one that wouldn’t melt into chrysalis

when the kitchen faucet runs parched i take apart the
house (being my father’s daughter and all). fingers
deep in insulation          plucking chicken feathers from pigs who’ve grown
                                                 Icarus wings.

how many women could i call home before i become the
town & its shame? this time, i pray to God for hands that do not
turn sour between their skin.

                 survivor’s guilt by the clock.    & dream of being
                                                                                 a little more than worthwhile.

i cut the queer blood out of my wrist. score out potato eyes & hold
the head              underwater.

every girl i’ve met is fifteen and forty-nine and
a boy in a wig three sizes too big. red on their knees:
                 Russell’s sign. hotel corridors. God is a black & white tabby biting
                 you and no one else. cracked lemon wafer. hands i would
                 sin to swallow. cananga petals rolled into smoke.

to be a daughter/ to love a woman that was once someone’s womb/
no one told me to kill the roaches under my bed.

suddenly i’m seventeen again in my college counselor’s bed/ screaming
red light-red light-red light/ skin scarred & still mine.
                 rented white cars
                their blood-soaked backseats.
i blame my mother for something i’ll tell her a decade down the line;
because it’s easy (& i don’t know what else teenagehood is good for.)

i dream of being a little more than worthwhile
Y.F. WangCW
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Boy Doll
C.B. Adams



37

Vacancy of Grief
James Roach

I don’t know what to put here
except the quiet

questions
I keep behind 
my morning lips. 
How did you sleep? 
Were your dreams safe?
The vacancy of grief
lives in the lines I don’t write, 
the texts I don’t send. 
I didn’t see the red flags 
in my backpack
entwined in three days 
worth of clothes
for me to sit anxious
and real on your couch.
I compared the contours
of my callous fist
to a half-safe shape
behind your ribs,
didn’t feel it sneak inside 
to lay bruises 
between valves and ventricles. 
Thought it was more hug
than strangle,
your stomach knots
tangled wire tight. 
Thousands of miles 
turned lightyears
between our horizons, 
I am matching your distance, 
an unwrapped wound I gifted 
to us both.
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Endless Blue Forever
Liza Olson

I broke things apart back then. I’d use glitches and exploits in my favorite video games to clip 
through geometry, fly beyond the textured world and into the formless, where the game designers 
never thought you’d reach, where nothing existed beyond a blue skybox void. When that failed, I’d 
use a GameShark, mess with the game’s code until it became an almost unrecognizable version of 
itself. When wires and systems faltered, I’d splice and segment, disassemble and swap, more often 
than not breaking something in the process but learning, always learning.

By destroying, you can also learn to reconstruct.

I dabbled with out-of-body experiences, lucid dreaming, astral projection, sensory deprivation, 
anything to get beyond the existence I’d been given and into the one I intuited existed beyond all 
of this. I sat in front of screens for hours at a time, reading stories of other worlds, different planes, 
at a young age teaching myself to tell hoax from truth but wanting, still, for the fiction to be real. I 
lived a complex and detailed inner life that I shared zero percent of with anyone else around me.

In the absence of stimuli, the mind will invent its own.

The first time I tried sensory deprivation, I cut a ping pong ball in half, covered my eyes with it, and 
piped white noise into my ears. I said I did it as research for a project, which was true, but I also 
wanted to know what life outside of my body could be like. How different things might be. A de-
cade later, I floated in a sensory deprivation tank for the first time. I said I was doing it as research 
for another project, which was true. What was also true: as I removed the last of my clothes and 
got into that salt bath, as I looked at my body before the lights went out, I finally recognized that 
old and persistent feeling for what it was: gender dysphoria.

A person can get used to just about anything.

For as long as I could remember, I felt dislodged from my body, untethered, floating somewhere 
in the corner of the room and observing. When I learned of trauma beyond what I’d intuited of it 
through experience, I told myself that this accounted for the disjunction. This was true, but not 
completely. Even as a child, I knew that the ‘me’ I saw in the mirror didn’t correspond to the ‘me’ 
I felt like. I was stuck controlling a character I was told to play as. So I learned the controls, figured 
out the game, and played along for as long as I could, until I couldn’t anymore.
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You can’t pour from an empty cup.

The first time I heard that sentence, I was inpatient, barely here, and clinging to anything that 
might keep me from the endless black. I’d tried to quit the game and found it wasn’t that easy. 
Reloading wasn’t an option, or if it was, it wasn’t something I’d consciously experience here, as me. 
I’d have to deconstruct the game, break it apart and find a way to build a new one from the wreck-
age. So I went inpatient when I needed to, outpatient too, made my appointments and stuck with 
the treatment plan. I didn’t know who I was, but I made a promise to myself to stick around until I 
might find out.

Although of course you end up becoming yourself.

Less than a month after my first float in a sensory deprivation tank, my egg cracked completely. 
Before then, I’d cycle from knowing and accepting I wasn’t cis to repressing, burying, over-correct-
ing in my presentation, playing the part even harder than before. But I simply couldn’t anymore. As 
I sat in the amniotic warmth of that float, disconnected from all senses and most thought, I could 
be anyone at all. I didn’t have to pretend or be someone I wasn’t. I could be, simply and finally, me. 
And now I am. My future, a thing I once thought I’d never have, now feels as unlimited as the place 
beyond the game world: nothing but endless blue forever.
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untitled
Lesley Goldie
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