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For the poets and writers and artists.



Introduction

Sometime in 2017, someone told me they heard poetry was the next adult colouring book, referring to the craze of the early/mid-2010s. They made it sound like it was a fad that would soon die out.

That opinion made me so mad that I decided to prove them wrong and show them that there’s more to contemporary poets than the short snippets we see on social media. I decided to publish an anthology of poetry and short fiction. So many found the idea so interesting (there were articles and reviews and a whirlwind of activity at trade shows), that I decided to do it again.

In the first edition, I invited the poets I liked and asked them to recommend other, as-yet-unknown poets who were just getting started. As a result of that exercise, and because those poets are just plain hardworking and talented individuals, many of them went on to publish their own collections.

Working on the first edition proved to entail a lot of sweat and tears— definitely on my part. But it was a labour of love and at the end of the process, I held this beautiful book in my hand and thought, “Wow, I made this.”

That feeling of creation was contagious and self-replicating and I knew I had to do it again. Plus the sales team thought it was a great idea, and that it could be something I did every year.

Well, I proudly present [Dis]Connected, Volume 2.

The poets who took part in this book are some of the most amazing people I know. They are talented and their stories so diverse, that I got even more excited about the project when one would show up in my inbox.

The process for the second edition was the same as it was with the first. I asked all ten participating poets to submit three original poems. I then put all their names in a Starbucks mug (hence the awesome illustration by Trista Mateer on the cover), and drew them out one by one.

This is the order that I pulled, so Tyler Knott Gregson would write a short story based on one of Komal Kapoor’s poems, and N.L. Shompole would write based on Tyler’s, and so on. Poets were told to incorporate a line or two from their assigned poem into their story.

These ten stories will make you feel all the feelings. They’ll make you long for love, celebrate what you have, ache for what you’ve lost, and rejoice in the hope of what is yet to come. The humanity in them is visceral and real and reduced me to tears a few times.

These poets are multi-talented—as you’re about to find out. Read their work here, then go out and read their poetry. You’ll be happy you did.

May you find as much joy in reading this as I did in creating it.

— Michelle Halket, Publisher—Central Avenue
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The Fibers Between Things

TYLER KNOTT GREGSON


Sometimes I can see the fibers between things,

The threads that connect us,

Tie us all together. I can see the light

As it passes over them, as it moves,

Undulates, like it is water and the

Shadow it casts against the sea floor.

Often they stretch tight, creaking and

Threatening snap, often they slacken,

Make large troughs and high peaks,

The sine and the cosine,

The mathematics of it.

I can still them, reach out my hands as if

Conducting, calm their vibrations when excited

They become, when before me stands a breathing thing. A wild one.

I imagine messages sent along the length of them, curling over the knots

That secure the ends. I whisper as they grow,

As they recede.

Listen, I offer, hear me and hold it like a first

promise, like a vow recited under torchlight,

Orange glowing on the faces of us both:

You are safe with me.
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Strangers Tomorrow

N. L. SHOMPOLE


WELCOME TO JANUARY HOUSE. THE words tumble out of my mouth so easily, I hardly remember saying them. When I look up, it’s to meet a pair of brown, time-faded eyes.

Over the years, I’ve come to know all the variations of light that eyes can hold. Some eyes are like captured stars, brilliant. Others are memory-worn, the glow washed out like a firefly in the last dance of night.

A hundred thousand eyes. That’s how many I have seen, give or take a few. That’s why I can tell you what he’s hiding when our gazes meet. That’s why I can tell you what haunting brought him to our doorstep.

Knowing which madness drives people to us is a matter of experience, and not some technological wonder or witchy-trick, though it has been called both over the years.

Standing in the doorway, backlit by the soft orange glow of the lobby, is a man far older than his years. A grief-stricken man. Ridges crowd the corners of his eyes, outdone only by the war trenches that furrow his brown-skinned forehead. At first guess, I would have pegged him as a man in his twilight years. His shoulders are slightly bowed with age. The only tell otherwise is in his sharp, purposeful steps.

I like him immediately. One, because he doesn’t glance over his shoulder to see if anyone has seen him enter the January House, and two, because he does not tuck his head in shame as many others do—as if they had magically appeared on our doorstep.

A doorstep, I might add, that is nearly impossible to happen upon unless you know exactly where you are going.

“How can I help you?” I ask, the words of the script long ago etched into muscle memory.

He stares at me for so long, I begin to question if I actually said the words out loud.

There was a time when there was no script to recite. A time when we didn’t work in small, cube-like reserves tucked between the shadows of high-rises. In those days, men and women sought us out at the prime of their lives, not when the world had worn them down to bones, not when pain had soured them on life.

That was before January Corp. came along and changed everything. But even they could not change the need for our existence. We were essential, the way air was essential.

They wanted to replace us with machines at first, but countless trials, experiments, and prototypes soon proved that it was impossible to take us out of the process.

I guess there was something necessary in our DNA, something that even the best scientists and inventors could not parse out. After some time, it became clear that we were the key to everything, that our bodies held some essential component they could not do without, some essential mathematics without which the January Machines were rendered non-functional. But that’s not my problem.

What I care about is the man pulling a small, blank, orange card from the pocket of a well-worn suit jacket and sliding it over the counter.

I stand, flicking off Tausi, the soap opera I was watching before the man came in. I bring up the appropriate screen, scan the card, and hand it back.

It does not tell me his name. It doesn’t need to. Soon, I will know him better than he knows himself.

The man takes the card back, the gesture revealing a faint tremor in his hands. Nerves or worry? I have no idea. Instead, I root around in my mind for the rest of the script and force myself to say it, ignoring how stale the words taste in my mouth.

“This way, sir,” I say. “It takes bravery to make such a hard choice. But don’t worry; a new beginning is just within reach.” The words rattle in my mind like a pebble in a tin can.

Somewhere along the way, the words became a mantra. A new beginning is just within reach. Sometimes when I can’t sleep, I repeat them over and over and over again until I am lost in the sea of my dreams.

We are in the January Pods when the man finally speaks. He clears his throat, and I see the beginnings of hope bloom in his wizened eyes before it is quickly crowded out by doubt.

He doesn’t have to ask the questions. I see them all in his eyes. Will it hurt? What will happen afterwards? What if I want to go back? Is this the right thing to do?

“It doesn’t hurt,” I reassure him, following the script. The dark orb of the camera’s eye in the ceiling is watching me.

In a room far from here, someone in a cubicle is watching everything I do, listening to everything I say, and everything I don’t.

I clench my teeth around the words threatening to come out. I don’t dare stray from the script. I don’t dare tell the man that if I were him, I would keep my memories. If I were him, I would turn around and walk right back out the door, because every pain, every joy I have ever experienced, is worth much more than the second chance he thinks he’s getting.

A thick feeling settles in my throat, and it’s my turn to hide the tremor in my hands. My gaze lands on his shoes, and the sight is so jarring that I find myself truly looking at him for the first time.

Unlike the rest of his worn but well-cared-for clothes, his shoes are so new that I can see the room reflected in the shine of the leather. The reflection of the orange lamp provides a point of focus that reminds me of a setting sun. I focus on that until my hands stop shaking.
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They don’t call it witchcraft anymore. They haven’t called it that in a long time, not since January Corp. bought the IPO, promising to invigorate and uplift the communities where they had discovered the memory-soothing tradition, a secret ritual held in the bodies of women for thousands of years. There was a time when women like Mama were the heart of every village across the world. They were the guardians of the things we held most dear, the things that shaped us, our memories, particularly the ones we wanted to forget.

All things change, don’t they? Eventually, that essential function became the root for mistrust. Those who were once sought out to help became the accused. What land’s history is not scarred by the legacy of witch hunts? Staking, burning, shunning, saving; call it what you like.

Anyway, January Corp. made a killing in the first few years after unveiling the January Pod social platform. It wasn’t long before January Houses popped up all over the globe.

“Free Yourself from Yourself.” This was their motto. Droves raced to sign up and purchase memberships, drawn by the allure of a clean slate. Freedom. What does that word even mean? Does anyone know?

People nearly died for a chance at gaining a mind unmarred by the mistakes of the past. Unmarked by pain. Funny what people will do for a fresh start.

It wasn’t that simple. To erase even a single experience is to fracture. It is to irrevocably change a person. The mind is not like a bone that knits back together after a break. Sure, sometimes it forms new neurons, new pathways. Sometimes it can’t. No one knows why.

All that is in the fine print, of course. But when socialite Sydney Chu went on a retreat to the obscure Ndovu Republic to clear her mind and came back a new woman, the whole world went berserk. They wanted it, and they wanted it now.

Who were we—the memory soothers in the days of old, witches in the time after that, the January Women of the new millennium—who were we to refuse?

A small part of the fortune January Corp. made trickled down to women like Mama and me. We were able to build a little nest egg for the future, for when the mania died down and it became like the old days again. Those who wanted to forget were those most scarred by life. Those who could no longer bear remembering. Those whose grief threatened to drown them.

Funny, isn’t it, that those who offer the respite are the ones who are unable to forget?

I still remember when the January Man came to our door. I was seven. Mama opened the door to a man in a crisp suit and odd white eyeshade. She invited him into our small sitting room, straightening the crocheted seat covers, turning down the television in the corner before dashing into the kitchen. She came out holding a tray with a jug of juice and one trembling glass balanced on it.

I think I can help you, he said to her after taking a sip of the juice. I remember how he grimaced at the warm, too-sweet taste of it before he set the glass down.

He didn’t call it witchcraft when he spoke to Mama. He said words that vaguely sounded like “memory conditioning,” the words in his mouth crisp and sharp like the creases of his pressed suit pants.

His hair was shorn short, showcasing a high dark-brown forehead and a soft jaw. When he smiled, his teeth looked like rows of white maize.

I hid behind the kitchen door, listening. How did you find me? Mama asked, her voice tired with the burden of keeping secrets.

People still called it witchcraft back then. I remember the first time I heard the word murogi thrown at her: We were shopping at a vegetable stand outside the main supermarket in town. It was dusk, and she had just come from work in Nairobi, back aching from sitting too long on stiff matatu seats as the driver raced down pothole-ridden roads.

Her accuser was a thin-faced man whose wife had left him shortly after visiting Mama. No, Mama hadn’t bewitched her. She had offered her a chance to start afresh, to go back and wipe out everything that had happened after that one crucial decision that had split her life into diverging halves.

Forgetting is a strange thing. If you don’t remember something that happened, does it still affect who you are? Does the experience leave its mark on you? Does erasing the memory also wipe out the changes it has wrought on you?

Countless papers have been published in all the top medical journals since the unveiling of the first January Machine.

Shortly after the man appeared on our doorstep, we moved. Mama rented a new apartment close to the January Corp. headquarters in Nairobi. She worked long hours, but she seemed happier, even healthier.

For a long time, it seemed as if things had gotten better, and the hardships of her past started to fade in the way memories sometimes do.

“Are you familiar with our procedures?” I ask the old man. They always say no, even though the only way they could have ended up on our doorstep is by signing up for an account on the January House social platform and attending a week of life counseling before being given the address of a location near them.

“Please sit in the pod and place the helmet over your head.” I go over it anyway, zoning out as I direct him.

“The controls on the right armrest will adjust the room settings for comfort. That includes visual, tactile, and auditory settings. The controls on the left will monitor your vitals. Once you are ready, simply say ‘begin,’ and a set of instructions will appear on the screen inside your helmet.”

I pause as he sits down in the orange pod. It adjusts, molding to the contours of his body with a quiet hum.

“You can only do this once,” I continue. “Once the scan is complete, you pick the locus you want to return to. Make this decision with care. Once you select ‘erase,’ you cannot go back.”

He lifts the helmet and places it on his head, already lost in the depths of possibilities.

You would think that most people who come to January House come to wipe away memories of past crimes or other, simpler transgressions.

Some do, but in truth, most people that end up on our doorstep come because of lost love. They come because the grief threatens to swallow them whole. They come in search of a life preserver, their last chance to escape a capsizing boat.

After he is settled, I tap on my earpiece and offer the final instructions. “If you agree to the conditions, please sign the consent form.”

The data-pad in my hand pings, the sound loud in the cubicle. I AGREE fills my screen.
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I have never been called a witch, but I’ve been called a number of other, far worse things. People do not like what they do not understand. They like it far less when you do not even try to conform to their ideas of what you should be.

The first time I was attacked was after the Camelia North debacle. Camelia was a college student who went to a January House after her boyfriend was killed in a car accident. At nineteen, she was old enough to make her own choices, old enough to sign our dotted line.

She went in a healthy girl with a bright future in front of her and came out a clean slate with no memory of anything. Not her parents, not her name, barely able to speak. Worse, she came out unable to form new memories.

As far as I know, that was the only time it ever happened. No one can truly know what went wrong with her procedure. That was back before they started recording everything. Not that it would have helped anyway.

What we do is beyond technology. Sure, they can hook us up to machines, monitor every synapse that fires in the brain, and try to replicate it. But without us as conductors, nothing happens. The pods are just empty machines. The data is just a bunch of graphs and numbers that make no sense.

I slip into the mirror-pod opposite his cubicle as he slips into his memory-scape. I strap myself in, place the helmet on my head, and welcome the burn as fragile, filament-like mirror-neurons spring to life, growing, extending, searching out their counterparts. When they find me, they latch on with the vigor of a newborn babe finding its mother’s breast.

It hurts. It always hurts. Sometimes I welcome the pain, but other times it is a near-debilitating jolt to my entire system.

I gasp, suddenly breathless. The first moments always feel like drowning, and then I am submerged into a midnight sea. It takes a while before my vision adjusts, and I begin to see chains of brightly colored gossamer threads, floating in space. I have always been able to see the fibers between things.

There is a kick, a disturbance, that marks the moment the old man becomes fully aware of the connection between us. I wonder what it is like not to be able to see these threads that tie us to each other. What it is like to be so disconnected.

Listen, I offer, hear me. I have said the same words countless times before, but this is the only part of the procedure that still feels new, that still feels open and vulnerable.

It only takes a moment before his whole life is at my fingertips. Each gossamer filament I touch sparks bright, spitting out billions of snapshots of his life, more vibrant and complex than anything man can ever hope to make. I remind myself that I hold his entire life in my hands; everything he has ever experienced is there for me, a stranger, to see.

We are alone in the dark, an orange glow on both our faces. You are safe with me. I say. You are safe with me.

The promise washes over him and he relaxes. My body follows suit, falling into the tide of his memories. I only need to gesture at each thread to guide it. I am only here to witness, to navigate, and—at the very last moment—to erase.

Before the end, I will know him better than I know myself. His sorrows will tear at my insides like talons, shredding me. His joys will infuse every part of my being, saturating each cell like a million rising suns.

I sit in my mirror-pod and wait and watch as he drifts through his own memory-scape, reliving the best parts, avoiding the worst. They always avoid the worst.
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When it comes, the memory slams into me and over me like an unseasonal typhoon, pulling me into an undertow.

He is young, mid-thirties or early forties. The memory solidifies, and I see him standing at a bus station early one morning. The sky is more gray than blue, with the faint promise of better weather in the afternoon.

He turns and sees her, and it is like being electrocuted. I feel every nerve in his body light, as if someone plugged him straight into a socket. It feels the way I imagine a lightning strike would feel. This is his locus, the place he wants to return to. But this is the thing that has broken him, the thing he wants to forget.

She stands across the street, a child’s hand tucked in her own. Traffic is heavy, cars and boda-bodas and tuk-tuks zipping this way and that. It is bright and noisy, but he only has eyes for her, for them.

I don’t know what it says about people, but the locus is nearly always the same. But this one, this one shatters me in a way nothing has before.

We are in lockstep now, seeing in tandem, rising in tandem. There is a gap in the flow of traffic. She steps out into the road. It is one of those major roads with four lanes. For a moment, the vehicles have stopped. She walks quickly. The cars start moving again, and she starts walking faster, dragging her daughter behind her as she races for the median. There is a wall of traffic, and then a bus. I hear the echo of his words in my own mind. Too fast. It’s coming too fast.

The bus is moving so quickly the world blurs around it. His hands go up, and I feel the tug on my own arms as if directed by some phantom puppeteer in the shadows.

I feel the burst of adrenalin spreading though his body, making him weightless. I am lightheaded with the suddenness of it all. I feel his foot strike the road, but it is nothing like the kick-in-the-heart force of the bus on her body.

I feel the buckling.

I feel the darkening.

When he reaches her, I feel the shattering.

Numbness spreads, consuming. There is no room for thought, for anything but action.

Somewhere in the dark, a faint light goes on.

I feel the candlelight of hope when he realizes that his daughter, their daughter, is still alive.

I feel concrete on knees like steel hammers as he scoops up his daughter. As he tries to pick up his wife’s limp body.

I feel the slow encroaching of grief rising over him. I feel the drowning.
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The Memory Reformatting Procedure takes forty-five minutes. I step out of my pod exactly forty-six minutes after receiving his consent. I can’t seem to lose the tremor in my knees.

I pretend I am watching Tausi when he walks back into the lobby. The main character’s voice drones in the background as he crosses to the reception counter.

“Can I trouble you for some directions to the city?” he asks. His voice is sharp but somehow hollow without the weight of grief to give it shape.

He stands taller, unbowed. The lines on his forehead are smoother. His jacket stretches tight over his shoulders. His trousers are a tad too short. His shoes are the only things that fit him.

You would think witnessing a person’s most intimate memories would be the most disturbing part of the whole procedure, but it’s not. It’s the way they look at me afterwards. When they step out of the January Pods and look at me, it is as if they have never seen me before, as if we are strangers. Except that I know everything about them. I will never be able to forget.

He smiles, but the light doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I get the sensation that I am looking at the unmaking of a picture, a photograph developing in reverse.

“Take a left at the end of the street and another left. There is a bus station seventy meters from there. You can’t miss it.”



Notes on How to Take Flight

N. L. SHOMPOLE


Sometimes the night will refuse to let go of you and your skin will reek of dark things, of sadness, of fear, of flight. Sometimes you will remember how he made you laugh and how it shattered every fence, every barricade, every resistance your heart tried to mount. You will forget things from before, things that cut deep, things that dug trenches inside you, things that taught you how to be scared, how to ache. Sometimes, sometimes you will cry, and the night will open up and the tears will become a torrent / a storm / a flood of all the grief long buried. All the rotten things will rise to the surface, washed out to sea by the rainstorm. Sometimes you will miss things you cannot name, and the ache will be a sharp blade, a fire against the tenderness of memory, of living. One day you will understand that the missing is just missing, that it was never enough to keep you there, it was never enough to make you stay. One day, one day you will learn how to navigate the dark, how to grow feathers. One day you will learn how to take flight.
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