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Editors’ Note
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Winter, more often than not, is a reflective, introspective season. It lends itself to reminiscing and nostalgia, the weather echoing the bittersweet feeling of yet another year rolling to an end. Issue 09 reflects many of those sentiments; this is a body of work that reflects the hopes, fears, anxieties and dreams of the present, whilst inviting the ghosts of the past for one final waltz down the alleys of memory.

Art, literature, poetry—these are how we make sense of the world around us, and of our own place within the wider global zeitgeist. As an independent literary journal, it is a privilege for us, at Hemlock, to be a space that captures a slice of the global milieu, and the wildness of the human spirit. As an experimental literature space, we like showcasing works that disrupt the status quo, and bring up dark, disturbing ideas—much like our namesake, the Hemlock plant.

Our contributors continue to amaze us with the quality and uniqueness of their works, and selecting pieces from the vast variety of submissions we received, from world over, was a particularly challenging proposition. Reading and reviewing pieces for issue 09 was a deeply humbling and rewarding process.

In the words of our readers and editors,

“What I loved most about this issue was how many writers refused to give easy answers. They left space for me to think, to question, to be complicit or compassionate or both. Each piece knows that the hardest stories are the ones we tell ourselves to survive, and the bravest thing fiction can do is make us question those stories. Read them slowly, they'll stay with you long after.” - Ruchi, Prose Reader/Reviewer

“Reviewing this issue was a genuinely interesting experience. The poems felt honest and unfiltered, like the author was just saying what they meant without dressing it up. Some pieces landed more than others, but overall it was easy to connect with and understand what they were trying to express. It made me think about how people process their everyday lives and how we all try to put words to things we don't fully understand yet. It was simple and worth reading!” -

Manha, Poetry Reader/Reviewer

"Selecting the pieces was not at all easy. While reading, you’ll witness that the poems are deep, quiet, and honest. They don’t try to impress you—they simply tell the truth, a truth that makes you pause, introspect, and hold on." - Shazia, Poetry Editor & Executive Editor

“I found it fascinating how the entries for this issue spanned the entire spectrum of human experiences. Individually, these pieces make you pause with their imagery, the intentionality, and the emotions they bring up. In totality, as an issue, Issue 09 is quietly powerful, introspective, and deeply reflective. To me, this issue is an ode to the process of creation itself.” - Samika,

Submissions Manager

“Issue 09 has been the most geographically diverse issue we have worked on so far. Writers and artists from across the world shared their work with us, and I had the privilege of reading pieces that ranged from gothic and surreal to dark and deeply realist. Alongside this literary diversity, the artworks submitted are equally striking. Together, they make Issue 09 one of the most visually rich and artistically vibrant issues to date.” - Divyank, Prose Editor & Managing Editor

Issue 09 was also really special to our team because we experimented with a new submission style - the expedited review. In order to allow authors to get quicker responses during the submission period, as well as directed craft suggestions from our readers and editorial team, for this issue, authors could choose to opt in for a 2 week response time. Curating these reader suggestions was a surreal experience for our team, as it allowed us to interact with the piece at a more creative level, and we’re overwhelmed by the positive response we received from our contributors.

As yet another year draws to an end, and the world gets increasingly entrenched in the rigmarole of artificially generated artwork and consumption-centric tendencies, human art and literature continue to be a quiet form of revolution. We’re delighted to be presenting this issue, in its final form, and hope that these pieces will resonate with our readers just as deeply as they did with us.

––––––––
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- The Editorial Team
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Tu-tum
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By Lauretta Salvini

Poetry
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Tu-tum,

can’t curse, can’t cry, cannot even BE jealous.

Not able, unable. Disarmed, (ouch, ahi).


Ouch. AHI, defeated AND transfixed.

Obsessed, processed, EXCLUDED again from a quest, A deserved exposure, a hyperbolic explosion.



The soul-liberating expansion (of margins) fails to hold me tight.

Ambition to articulate is muffled with a dirty rag.

Saliva drools into an empty mug.

Brain has a bug?

Yes, I know (just stop harassing).

My bug IS a brain

that complains, blabbers, chatters, unpolished AND rough. Coward enough to SQUASH an ANT on the white sheet.


The blank brain bug.

The rant. The beat. Tu-tum.



Local anaesthesia of the lips Total aphasia of the hands.

Overproduction of abnormal white pages or leukaemia of the creative ink.

Tu-tum.

It hurts (c'mon, it won't last).

It HURTS; will stay – instead – with me.

Underneath a fleshy fold inside the chest.

Tu-tum.
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The symptoms are there for me to read.

I must see a cardiologist. A female cardiologist whose expertise is GENRE medicine.


Tu-tum. Or write my way out once more, again. No more?




C'mon, it's white, not blank.

Still, a blockage, the inability to fill the page with the fluidity of life inside and outside, makes me feel like

a crank, a PUNK. (Ouch, ahi). A piece of floating rotten wood.



No kidding. Tu-tum. No quitting.

Tu-tum. Tu-tum.

Let’s compose a soothing mental snapshot. Something like Samuel Beckett meets Miles Davis and

they share tea with pastries in a Scandinavian-style cosy coffee shop and they smile at each other and appreciate each other’s work and

celebrate (their achievements) in a humble, loving way.

They look like good old friends AND I spot them by chance AND (unseen) watch them from behind a climbing rose plant outside their bay window.

And enjoy the rush of dopamine from such a vision, And I swear to myself I will keep this secret forever, (no doubt) because it’s a priceless cure.


But I share the beat. I’m not a jealous person.

Words and music.



And rhythm.

A pristine rhythm. THE rhythm.

Tu-tum.
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Shape Sorter
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By Isabel Hoin

Poetry
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Repetition is a building block, she says,

while teaching us about sestinas and pantoums. ‘What other tactics are used to build?’ I wonder.

I ask my Mom through the phone how she builds.

While teaching us about sestinas and pantoums,

I miss the cold wooden seat of the confessional, the priest building me. I ask my Mom through the phone how she builds.

She responds, and every time, I hold onto the vibration.

I miss the cold wooden seat of the confessional, the priest building me,

to place the colorful stars, hearts, and circles into their space on the board. She responds, and every time, I hold onto the vibration.

I wish that cupping hands and bowing heads would lead to certainty.

To place the colorful stars, hearts, and circles into their space on the board, reminding me of childhood. Little fingers toying with dull shapelessness is when I wish that cupping hands and bowing heads would lead to certainty.

Even Dante’s Inferno has more realms than we could imagine, its red colorings

reminding me of childhood. Little fingers toying with dull shapelessness is when the mind expands— a bursting, yellow opening like the touch-me-not flower.

Even Dante’s Inferno has more realms than we could imagine, its red coloring

the vibration of vocal folds, vibrating over one-hundred times per second, voicing.

The mind expands— a bursting, yellow opening like the touch-me-not flower.

To be touched is to be opened or shut. To prop the door is to think half-way, hinging on the vibration of vocal cords, vibrating over one-hundred times per second, voicing.

To remind, to have memory come like the steady blueness of waves, is to create a gap.

To be touched is to be opened or shut. To prop the door is to think half-way, hinging on the sound of a voice, a photograph, a memory; you can’t remember any of the above.

To remind, to have memory come like the steady blueness of waves, is to create a gap. Close the gap with the colorful, wooden shapes, and hold my hand to enter sleep, as
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I try to remember you, this meeting within my imagination. Repetition is a building block, she says,

so I repeat the vibration of your face and name, again and again. ‘What other tactics are used to build?’ I wonder.
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Magdalenian Girl
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By Erin Lee Shields

Poetry
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in the stomach of a primitive cave, hidden from a light not known before awakens the first lyric of consciousness,


daughter of the mountain.



the first poet adorned with animal teeth

from the marvelous beasts she’d only seen in His ochre illustrations.

on this night


she dreamed of a rust bellied bird made of wet earth. she touched its wing and the mud fell away,



revealing nothing and everything. for she could not tell the difference.

now, she stood closer to the mouth,

swallowed by stone, and pressed between blackness.

since she had known time, this is where she waited, standing clad in furs, trembling at the howling of wind.

with every step backwards she was reminded of how privileged He was to be made brave.

without noticing, she slipped into a plaintive state that permeated her entire being.

only through His manganese tinted palms could she negotiate with the natural world.

her own hands were empty and impossibly distant from the iron stain of life.

her ribs tightened.


a clay stag with sacred antlers emerged upon the far wall, bowed over her breast, and pierced the softer tissue like an outstretched arm.



in sudden indignation, she crept in quiet wonder to the cave’s edge, barefoot and wet with tears.

a watcher of silver caught her cloistered eyes, dripping down on her like celestial liquor, swollen above in a place without a name.


mirroring her likeness, her impossible distance.



her lunar hand danced on the rich soil in a spiral, gently invoking its life into each divine finger. above, the watcher disappeared behind several movements of smoke

and from inside the cave, above His animals, she stood tracing the pale moon.
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We Return

Priyadarshini Heer Gandhi









The sun sets We return To our lives To return Once again



- Natalie Gandhi
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Unwarned in a Room of Dark, 1955
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By R. Nikolas Macioci

Poetry
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Can you imagine the hunger to steal from a grave? Boring Karloff did it in The Body Snatcher,

a horror film I saw one Saturday at the Uptown theater. The second feature was Isle of the Dead, another Karloff chiller. Rain wouldn't cease that Saturday.

I almost asked the next-door neighbor if I could borrow his boat. Instead, I sloshed aboard

a public bus, my fourteen-year-old determination to see two terror-laden movies undeterred

by the constant deluge.

I paid the fifty-cent admission, entered the theater, and took a seat five rows from the screen.

The theater was almost empty, except for several men in various places and a couple of men

in a back row. Flicker from the screen was absorbed by a theater dark as a coal mine.

From nowhere, an elderly man settled beside me.

He was bald, stunk like an ashtray full of cigarette butts. It seemed conspicuously impolite to move, so I stayed seated, uncomfortable and bearing his neatness.

Focused on the screen, I tried to concentrate on the movie, but I felt unnerved, as if something was about to happen, and it did.

As slow as hands on a clock, his hand slid

to my thigh. Caught off guard, petrified, I toughed-out the next seconds, then changed my seat. He followed.

I changed seats again. I didn't want to report him to the manager and get him into trouble. Though I was embarrassed and angry, I was also aware that this old man had perverse desires that would
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probably someday result in bad trouble for him. I didn't want to be the one to cause that trouble.

On the way home, I stared out the bus window without actually zeroing in on anything.

The movies were over, and when it came to that, so was a piece of my naivete and innocence.

––––––––
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Kerbside, the Day After
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By Jyotish Chalil Gopinathan

Poetry
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Kerbside on the ring road outside the old town,

where street vendors had gathered for festival night,

I found stains later for days after —

betel spit, torn wraps, half-burnt sparklers, holes in the ground where they had driven in stakes

for the makeshift arches, brown garlands

of wilted jasmine.

Where the idol was carried in a wooden chariot, planked-up wheels crunching the gravel, thirty sweaty arms

pulling at thick rope and one docile elephant unhurried, pushing, lending its forehead,

inside this old town,

where my grandfather would have been stoned for defiling

the water

(a lifetime ago, you’d say it no longer matters)

the streets

were always swept clean the day after.
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Filipinos
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By Ryan Caidic

Poetry
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Don’t tell me, the president was outraged



that his people were reduced

to a brown cookie by a former colonizer.


Don’t tell me



the whiteness

inside that brown fudge accused them of wanting,

deep down, to be white.


Don’t tell me the uproar




caused supermarkets to eradicate entire rows



of Filipinos

from their shelves.

Tell me this: how can a biscuit capture a people

so decadent

with heroism, aperitif of agency, a caramelized

nation of names, each one autonomous


yet to the west, so appetizing



to subsume.

When, for the first time, my daughter came across
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a stack of Filipinos


in Scandinavia,




of all places, holographic beside the Hershey’s



and Haribo bears, she looked

stunned, unsure

whether to be happy to see a reflection amidst

the hyperborean winter whiteness,


or devastated that her whole



being was turned


into a snack.



It’s actually become her favorite since,

the glazed simplicity of rings


to be worn



then eaten.

She wasn’t concerned it was brown,

as she was brown, only that it had a hole,


as if on purpose,



not whole,

needing to be filled.
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Veronica
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By Tucker Riggleman

Poetry
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Slip silverware neatly

into patterned white skirts.

Invert chairs on tabletops

just as they were this morning.

Punch the timecard

to put the day out of its misery.

Equilibrium is achieved, everything back where it started. Except she is one day older,

with one more shift’s worth of pain in her hip, one more disappointing

collection of loose change and crumpled bills transferred from apron to purse,

one more hardened piece of pie to bring home for her son.

A knotted brunette mess released from ponytail to greet tired shoulders.

She should be dancing somewhere or floating on silk sheets

in ecstatic collapse,

her lover gathering his clothes, leaving her to good books and wine.

At least the truckers—their mouths, their hands, can’t touch her where it matters.

Red lipstick and a stack of menus—

in her head, Veronica’s lover is returning from a long day in the fields,

flowers in hand.
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Broad Channel: Beyond the water - 1

Paula Guardián
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Broad Channel: Beyond the water - 2

Paula Guardián
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Mushroom on the Shoulder
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By Sean Wang

Poetry
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In the dark pines I am a mushroom, small. Mother, bent with her knife, feels for me under the slick red cap,

drops me into a kangaroo-brown sack, damp soil seeping through the weave.

She is filling the soup pot before the storm.

We walk to the shoulder where pines fall away to road,

rain near but not falling; she flicks the bright wrong caps aside.

Her blade hesitates at my gills. My foot flares from rotten wood and will not rise,

white threads pulling tight in their small refusals.

I did not choose the stump I grow from, its wet grain rooting me in place.

Farther off, a cone of gravel heaps the ditch; a green sign’s long arrow leans past us, letters I cannot sound shaking in the wind.

At the verge she lifts me. Concrete leans on asphalt. There she leaves me on the narrow grit, where I feed on the mushroom

I was a moment ago. A truck

passes, plates from another state, its wake opening buttons down the rain.

Under that shoulder’s weight the rotting begins again,

wood slow branching through tar, threads tracing the road from below, quiet as rain

working its way through the crowns.
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Chameleon
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By Amanda J. Bradley

Poetry
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My family moved so much when I was growing up that I attended four high schools in four states.

I became a chameleon, changing colors to suit the person I just met or the group of pals-since-

kindergarten I was hoping to break into. I observed, laid in wait for when I could be helpful, lend an ear. I did not make a fuss, let them do the talking, agreed with what they had to say. Nerdy in Texas, popular in Nebraska, dating older boys in Arkansas, and ready to leave for college in Indiana. My friends did not know me. But I did not know myself.

All I knew was I would drink and write to be authentic me. I was the one who tried to unscrew the door on the liquor cabinet with a dime in the hotel room on our journalism trip to DC. The one who helped pick up the case of beer for everyone, barefoot and helmetless on Brett’s motorcycle at 2:00 in the morning. I was a pro at sneaking out to drink, tying my sheets to a bedpost to shimmy down in Nebraska,

crawling through my brother’s bedroom window in Arkansas, sliding down the roof to the back porch railing in Indiana.

We would tote beer to the abandoned RC Cola warehouse or to the playground by the railroad tracks that could not be seen from the road. We snuck to people’s houses with broken families whose parents were too distracted

by their own misery to care. It would be decades before I would learn authentic freedom could only be found in speaking my own true mind, unaltered. Windows are for letting the light in, not crawling through.
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Retrieval
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By John Muro

Poetry
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Having traveled a fair distance,

I’ve fallen a few steps behind

my thoughts, racing ahead of me like gleeful children towards fluttering cowlicks of grass that sit atop a desolate bluff and, approaching the edge, I notice how the world appears ever- changing as dusk advances and summer clouds erase themselves while waves amass then slowly come apart in a ruffled sprawl

of glacial blue and purple pigments that have been gathered from distant waters and with too few things left to love in this world, I’m listening to the wind’s muffled soliloquy and considering how best to navigate this solitary

stretch of life, estranged from warmth and wonder, not unlike that weathered boat in drydock levitating above the coastline below me, with sails having settled somewhere beneath

the turbid waters and the muted hum of the wheeling stars.

––––––––
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Smoking Ghosts
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By Śivani Howe

Poetry
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- what haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left within us by the secrets of others. - Abraham and Torok

at night, my skin crawls to hear their low shruti drone. the onslaught of fairchild-stink-bug-bombers: frenzied kermits-in-rapture dripping agent-appley-alkanes on me. i hide under my covers, hold my breath; entertain ghosts. not the dead, with their wails of confusion: their quiet staring in the fissures of time. no


my ghosts are alive.



my only company in the inky darkness as i shelter in place: while

i wait for peace. which is to say, i hug fragmented memories: speak to scented slideshows: replay conversations over warm pancakes and cold strawberries. chamomile tea; black coffee. wafting images

i can't touch. held in place by a grip that never loosened on my wrist. i surrender to the saudade and wait for sleep's delicious slaking.

in the light of day, when it finally comes, for it always comes:

that break between bombardments––that’s when i search for the Beloved. seek signs of Her survival: wait for Him to reveal himself in the poem,

like She's not right here: like He ever left, which is to say,

i search for my own inhale, because even in the light i have forgotten to breathe.

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Mother’s Day, 2025
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By Abby McCartney

Poetry
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My mother was not a greeting card. My mother was a needle.

My mother was a hive of bees.

My mother left me


her to-read pile,

her dislike of her upper arms, her fear of mothering.



My mother was and was not


a tray of chocolate chip cookies.



My mother was a purse full of necessary items. My mother was allergic to scented lotion.

My mother left me


a line of poetry scratched on a Post-It note half a case of sugar-free Bubble Yum



a tape dispenser shaped like a frog. My mother was not a botanical garden.


My mother was the concrete poured in the foundation of a house.

My mother’s favorite game was Whack-a-Mole.



I can see her now,

lit orange by the Midway neon, her right angle elbows,

her crooked and determined grin.

––––––––
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The Nature of Hope (Memory Shape SilkFilm) Danielle Mano-Bella




[image: ][image: ]The Butterfly of Hope (Memory Shape SilkFilm) Danielle Mano-Bella
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Optimist
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By KB Cameron

Poetry
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An altar is built in the belly of a fish: otoliths saw-toothed and axle-keyed into a cathedral of archaic fly lofts. The vermin, latched to the railway, learn to arabesque for their keep: flea circuses robed in intarsia furs.

Salt-thawed, they dredge an étoile from the jaw of a skating rink: her blue fingers pinching a razor gillnet swollen with the beating mass of necromanced cormorants convulsing in-out of glacial stasis.

The oboists are striking: orchestra’s half-priced, know leviathans prefer the gods, gallery views to compose their slaughters, to correct crimped anatomies through the teal-tint oculi of galilean kaleidoscopes

––––––––
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Dear Miles
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By Adri Rocks

Poetry
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Last summer, you were just a conversation At 35, he wasn’t ready

To be a father. She wasn’t ready

To let go of that dream — at 33 and A former lesbian, the final chance Wept in her womb

They name you for the site of conception The back of that van, gray and vandalized Dictating her final form

A scratch turns MILES To MILFS

You were a ball of cells with fingernails That kicked on the way out

Between mangled muscle, infected, Squalling. I bet I also screamed When my life began like that

I hold you when you were once just a consideration, An option, an impossible decision

A ticking time bomb expanding as fall fell to winter Adam pokes your cheeks and Kaitlyn tells me

She has an appointment for an IUD

I tell her the top of your head smells like It’s time for me to take mine out

I smell the top of your head and Forget I have doubts, and all about The impossible decision

My mother made when she told me She was going to die

How will I tell my daughter I am going to die?

How will I know I am ready?
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Canticle for Sanctity Forced Open
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By Haley Green

Poetry

[image: ]

––––––––

[image: ]


The pistil of the flower of the child


torn apart

for the sake of the unearthly.



For the sake of glory


turning a knife in the heart

of those unfed & hungry.




A slobbering mess of a saint makes a hearty feast

for the one longing.



The one longing

on all fours


makes a fervent girl turn onto her back

in the arms of death.




Hand bruising the wrist wrist heavy in the hand

the taking & the taking.



It is the giving


that braids the heart into place.




It is not the biting of the fruit but the praying

for its skin

to everlast the feast!



It is the giving


that braids the heart into place.
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The giving of the pistil


of the flower of the child

braided into the giving of the wing of the dove of the child.



A sweet cry of


a one blossoming into a two makes for deliverance.



The flower & the dove.


blood of my blood & petal of my wing.

The pistil to soar & the wing to repose.




In only the unearthing into the two can sanctitude be found.



Only this


is togetherness.



––––––––
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Shirt
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By Maleah Norton

Poetry
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I keep returning without meaning to. The way a thumb slips

when pressing pause.

I have not been generous. I hid the softness

I recognized in your room.

Your shirt:

looking at me, tired at the seams.

Long sleeves,

collar softened by hands. How it held your shape, even when

you weren't in it.

Light, breathable,

like wearing nothing at all.

I know this not from watching, but because I wore it.

Because I couldn't help it. I did not ask.

I did not explain.

I just took it with me.

Sleeping at the bottom of my drawer, where my pajamas

live half folded,
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my own shirt lies.

Frayed cuffs, thinning sleeves.

A neckline that remembers fingers. The tag on mine is cut,

yours is torn.

Both of them brandless, both of them over-loved.

So, when I came home and found it, I put my arms through.

As I write, I'm wearing it now. It whispers against my skin.
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Present Peace

Priyadarshini Heer Gandhi









Sitting in solitude Present in peace Enjoying the energy



Absorbing the atmosphere

I am whole.

- Natalie Gandhi
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Aporia
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By Soumyodip Mukherjee

Poetry
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Sometimes I cannot

reconcile with the hate in this world. Nothing remains unscarred -

people, beliefs, nations, lands, memories, all are sacrificed to the cruel, multiplying flame. It leaves me nauseated and helplessly afraid.

Still, sometimes, a wind rises like a quiet caress in the night.

The crisp morning moon hangs still in the clear blue like a pale impression

of another life half-remembered in a dream.

The mynah and the sparrow clear their throat each dawn to sing for each other, for the cat

whose pillowed body stretches on the red-tiled roof under the soft blanket of sunlight.

His sleep is interrupted only by the teasing crow.

The dog which was a pup last winter, strangely is not dead yet, nourished by neighbourly love. She breaks into a run still,

wildly wagging her tail at my sight.

The small kindnesses exchanged between strangers, and the tender light on familiar faces finding

each other in unfamiliar places, smooth my cramped soul.

Lately, I’ve been spotting butterflies wherever I go, am surprised by the tenacity

of those thin wings balancing the whole world. I am moved by these images that cling
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to the gossamer tapestry of everyday, weaving equally beauty and bloodshed.

They twist inside me: a heavy, crushing pain that, in moments of weakness, feel almost

like love, and I wonder.

––––––––
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I am Ashamed of it
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By Bronwen R. Evans

Poetry
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There are some of us who prefer to sit in a glass room held up by linseed scented beams /

a shelter, when we have had enough of the precious soil and generous insects that coronate our wind matted hair / A door in the glass so when we miss the evening breeze and long

to catch the last light before it sinks away, we can hold our hot tea, reach out to moth wings, then retreat back inside when we need to feel surrounded but totally alone / The earth and I, we speak, and even us two need space when we’ve seen no one but each other for days.
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