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Editor’s Note 
 

I‘d like to talk about what inspired the themes of this anthology. High school is a pretty sucky 
time for almost everyone, but even more so if you‘re out and proud or mentally ill. The making 
of this anthology has changed me. It made me revisit the times my high school classmates called 
me ―sex hungry‖ or ―greedy‖ because I‘m bisexual, or the times I was labeled as a ―psycho‖ 
because I had started to seek therapy for my mental illness.  

There are so many stories just like mine in this beautiful collection, and I, for one, cannot wait 
for you all to explore them. I‘ve had the privilege of speaking to the authors featured in this 
anthology, so many of whom wrote openly and bravely about their sexuality or their mental 
health, or their struggles with the system, for the first time. 

All these stories are invaluable. They are an attempt to express trauma through literature; to 
process pain through catharsis. 

I‘m immensely grateful to my team, for working tirelessly to ensure this project could be brought 
to life, and to all the contributors who shared their stories with us. I am also immensely thankful 
to all the readers who are lending us their precious time, and reading what we have to say.  

-Srishti Uppal 
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THANK YOU TO ALL OUR CONTRIBUTORS 

 

Please encourage these wonderful artists by following them on social media and supporting their 

work! 

 

Poetry Contributors 

 

April Frances Federico  

 

April Frances Federico is a published poet, journalist, and visual artist. Her work has been 

featured in campus newspapers, Rhode Island Monthly Magazine, Wide Eyes Publishing's Satin 

Soulbits, HEAL(er) Mag, Turnpike, honey & lime lit, Rose Quartz Magazine, and was also the featured 

artist for the July 2019 issue of Kissing Dynamite. She is the voice behind her 

blog, The April Diaries where she muses on all things life, fashion, and beauty. She has an ardor 

for women's rights and attends Roger Williams University where she studies Creative Writing, 

Arts Management, and Sculpture. 

Jill Bergantz Carley 

Jill Bergantz Carley is a widely published and Pushcart-nominated poet living in rural Northern 

California.  She tweets @jbergantzcarley, website at jillbergantzcarley.com.  She‘d love to be 

your friend. 

Iona Murphy 

 

Iona Murphy is an Mst(res) student at The University of St Andrews, navigating her way through 

her early twenties in her own messy way. Currently, she is working on her first collection of 

poems, throwing down ideas for a novel, and of course trying to finish her degree! She is a 

feminist, bisexual, mental health advocate, student journalist, and is forever reading Sylvia Plath. 

You can keep up with her on Twitter @write_with_iona and Instagram @ionasmurfy 

Isadora Azevedo 

 

Isadora Azevedo is a fifteen-year-old Brazilian poet, currently living in Fortaleza. She's focused 

on the topics of her nationality, girlhood and love of all kinds and be reached through her 

Twitter @isadorando_ for these debates. 

Keana Aguila Labra 

 

Keana Aguila Labra (she/her) is the Editor-in-Chief of Marías at Sampaguitas. She is the co-editor 

of Chopsticks Alley Pinoy, a regular contributor for Royal Rose Magazine, a Poetry Reader 

for Homology Lit, and the anime and manga columnist behind Closed Captioning for Headcanon 

Magazine. She is on Twitter as @keanalabra. 

http://jillbergantzcarley.com/
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Shreyaa Tandel  

 

Shreyaa Tandel is a writer/poet from India, published in a few anthologies and several online 

journals/magazines. When not writing, she is either reading, stuck on her phone screen or 

pretending too hard to be happy. 

Caroline Grand-Clement 

 

Caroline Grand-Clement is a queer eighteen-year-old studying English & Scandinavian literature 

in Lyon, France. She dreams of art in any form, falling stars & late night conversations. She 

hopes to make a change in the world one word at a time. You can find her on Twitter, Tumblr 

or Instagram @octopodeshearts 

Jennifer Carr 

 

 Jennifer Carr lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico with her partner and 2 children. She is an EMT, 

firefighter, author and poet. When she is not working at the local hospital or spending time with 

her family, she spends way too much time reading and writing poetry. Jennifer loves flying by her 

own wings and looks for any opportunity to soar to new heights. Don‘t forget to follow her on 

Twitter @PoetryHaiku13 (https://twitter.com/Poetryhaiku13) or on Facebook as Jennifer Carr 

Munoz. 

Paul Robert Mullen 

 

Paul Robert Mullen is a poet, musician, lecturer, traveller and sociable loner from Southport, 

near Liverpool, UK. He is widely published internationally in magazines and journals, and has 

three published collections of poetry out. 

Stapleton Nash 

 

Stapleton Nash was born and raised on Vancouver Island, and studied Lirerature in Montreal. 

She now works as an English teacher. Her poetry has also been published in NewMag, The Mark 

Literary Review, and Amethyst Review. 

 

Prose Contributors 

 

Bharti Bansal  

 

Bharti Bansal is a twenty one-year-old poet from India. Currently, she resides in Shimla, 

Himachal. She is a college drop-out.  She has been published thrice in three different Indian 

anthologies. She writes on topics concerning mental health issues such as depression. She wishes 

to write her own book someday. 

Demi Whitnell  

 

Demi Whitnell is a twenty-year-old literature student from London studying at Queen Mary 

https://twitter.com/Poetryhaiku13


 
9 

University. As well as writing poetry, she also writers articles for the University‘s magazine, 

which she is head editor of. She has also worked alongside The Daily Telegraph and other 

publication platforms. 

Yusra Khan 

 

Currently a student of Literature and History at Miranda House, Yusra believes a simple cheese 

margherita is the answer to all of life's despair. A National essay prize winner and self-proclaimed 

news junkie, she likes to cling to lofty ideas of political theory that have very little basis in ground 

realties. Having interned at multiple writing platforms, including a school gig for the Times of 

India, she's hoping to make an impact in the field of Public Policy by chartering a unique 

pathway, as she navigates her way through her muddled up interests. Her list of music 

recommendations will make you groan but you'll end up finding something you love. 

 

CNF Contributors 

 

Anushka Bidani 

 

Anushka Bidani is an eighteen-year-old poet & essayist from India. She adores the rain, blue 

skies, open mic events, the human anatomy, & art in all its distinct magnificent shapes. She‘s the 

Founder, Editor-in-Chief & Creative Director at Headcanon Magazine, a literary & art journal 

which aspires to throw light on the connections present between pop-culture, & its influence on 

our society. She serves as a general reader for Marías at Sampaguitas & Three Crows Magazine. In the 

past, she has been a blog contributor for Sugar Rascals Magazine. Her work has appeared/ is 

forthcoming in Royal Rose Magazine, Esthesia Magazine, & Nightingale & Sparrow; among 

others. She‘s an art student at Ashoka University. She writes 

at https://anushkabidanix.wordpress.com. You can contact her at bidanianushka@gmail.com. 

Vera Armstead 

 

Vera Armstead is a twenty-year-old woman studying Psychology and English at St. Mary‘s 

College of Maryland. She has works published in HerStryBlg along with Avatar Literary magazine. 

You can follow her on Twitter @farmv8 

 

Visual Art Contributors 

Harshit Arora 

 

Harshit Arora is an eighteen-year-old computer science student. He is an athlete, a Tame Impala 

fan, jack of all trades but master of none. 

https://headcanonmagazine.wordpress.com/
http://www.mariasatsampaguitas.com/
http://threecrowsmagazine.com/
https://sugarrascals.wixsite.com/home
https://anushkabidanix.wordpress.com/
mailto:bidanianushka@gmail.com%EF%BB%BF
mailto:bidanianushka@gmail.com%EF%BB%BF
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April Frances Federico 

 

April Frances Federico is a published poet, journalist, and visual artist. Her work has been 

featured in campus newspapers, Rhode Island Monthly Magazine, Wide Eyes Publishing's Satin 

Soulbits, HEAL(er) Mag, Turnpike, honey & lime lit, Rose Quartz Magazine, and was also the featured 

artist for the July 2019 issue of Kissing Dynamite. She is the voice behind her 

blog, The April Diaries where she muses on all things life, fashion, and beauty. She has an ardor 

for women's rights and attends Roger Williams University where she studies Creative Writing, 

Arts Management, and Sculpture. 

Sara Al-Ammari 

Sara is a seventeen-year-old writer who dreams of living in the 18th century and documents her 
life in her phone‘s notes app. Ninety percent of the time you will find her crying over books and 

TV shows and in the other ten percent, you will find her analyzing the lyrics to a new Taylor 
Swift song
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Liz Murray after her mother dies from AIDS 
 
I look up at the crack in the ceiling of my broken home 
I, too, cracked, the product of a father with AIDS, 
a crackhead mother whose father fondled and fucked her. 
 
This is not home. So, I run— 
I run with a girl who, too, risks it all to be 
homeless. It‘s better to face that truth,  
than to lie to yourself. 
 
No one can have it worse than me, I think on  
countless nights, uncomfortable on the train, 
until I‘ve been slapped in the face, awake with the reality that  
my mother is dead. Reality gives me the courage to do  
what people say is the impossible for a homeless girl— 
finish high school in two years,  
then Homeless to Harvard I am. 
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70,868 Acres 
 
On the asphalt at the turnaround, we wrote in chalk, in the largest letters: 
―Two homes, flume access 
Water resources 16,500 gallon pool 
Fire hose bibs at corners of house 
Three 1000 gallon tanks drawn from well‖ 
  
When it may all burn down to the ground, let us pack-- 
The Diebenkorn, the Thiebaud lithograph, wrapped in Granna‘s quilt, no, 
every quilt: pushed hurriedly into the trunk of the car; the quilts: bring them all. 
The scale model you made of the house, this perfect replica held in two hands 
A box of handwritten recipes 
A pair of slippers 
Your favorite glasses 
The laundry folded neatly on top of the dryer 
And please, please, from our family home, save this one thing for me: a picture 
of the sky 
on the day I was born. 
  
a firebreak sixteen dozer blades wide; the simmering hills we watched that night from the 
highway 
And from the charred earth, once corduroy grass, once chaparral, once deodora cedars, once live 
oak, 
this dark reliquary of gems,  silica turned to glass-- 
  
But listen, listen: it isn‘t the fire that‘s the matter-- 
after, driving behind a bulldozer on a flatbed truck you cry so hard that you have to pull over 
when at night, in the sleep you can manage, the dream flames are so close, so close that you find 
yourself awake, your lover holding your head in his hands 
it‘s alright 
it‘s alright 
it‘s alright 
  
Listen: the hard ring of the bell calling all the volunteer firemen to work, so quick; 
and you, watching from the grocery store parking lot as they stream toward the station 
It‘ll take you a good hour to calm down enough to buy the apples, the carton of milk-- 
  
Listen: a siren echoes 
Listen: a plane flies low overhead, and you, 
you can‘t hold them at arm‘s length-- 
the toyon by the kitchen window, it has to go 
the bull pine over the deck, cut it down; 
the black oak you prized so much, take it-- 
the bleached gold white grasses of summer, deracinated 
  
Listen: take the dog for a walk, 
anything better than the stillness in your kitchen as you push the forest away with both your 
hands-- 
just walk with her, 
walk, ash falls, a darker storm, walk: cling to her soft white paws 
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Pink, Purple and Blue Were Always My Favourite Colours 

 
When I was eight years old, 

I was told  

―girls can‘t marry girls‖ 

after I asked a female teacher to marry me. 

 
eight  

they called me gay down the corridor 

and I told them they were right 

I am happy. 

They laughed  

it wasn‘t that kind of gay.  

 
twelve  

had my first kiss, 

and my second, 

and my third, 

jumping from boy to boy 

each wet mouth  

endorsing my heterosexuality.  

 
sixteen  

another unfortunate crush on a teacher. 

She said she supported homosexuality 

but she didn‘t see why the gays wanted to get married. 

They had civil partnership. 

I guess she didn‘t really support the gays. 

 
eighteen  

set my Tinder matches to boys only 

it‘s what was expected. 
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scouted out boys in clubs 

never interested, 

but validated. 

 
eighteen  

a girl came out 

at a party. 

The others refused to sleep next to her 

in case she tried to ‗get with‘ them. 

 
nineteen  

I kissed a girl.  

It didn‘t mean anything  

but I kissed a girl 

for the first time. 

 
nineteen  

told I didn‘t belong in their community 

I wasn’t gay enough 

because I had a boyfriend.  

 
twenty  

black out drunk. 

came out. 

The next day 

everyone laughed at my little joke 

but I didn’t get the punchline. 

 
twenty  

my first London Pride. 

a glitter rainbow on my face 

I felt like a poser 
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I didn‘t belong 

because I’m  

heterosexual. 

 
twenty  

asked about my sexuality. 

told them I was heterosexual. Straight. Obviously 

I lied. 

 
twenty 

he tells me 

―God hates gays because women were put on the earth for men.‖ 

I said I didn‘t agree 

but I didn‘t fight 

another comment  

I let slide. 

 
twenty-one 

celebrated being with my boyfriend 

for two years. 

Each year that passes further fades 

my sexuality, 

passing as heterosexual. 

 
twenty-one 

filling in an equal opportunities form 

pondering over sexuality 

for the first time 

clicking between  

who I am and 

who I pretend to be. 
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twenty-two 

writing something 

not made for the public eye 

solidifying what I‘ve known since I was eight years old. 

 
I am either too gay 

or not gay enough. 

passing. 

invisible.
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Seasons 
 
Spring plays in the background 
as I break from the confines of  
a winter shadow, 
 
if I could lure Her closer, 
if I could feel your warmth, 
 
time moves more quickly this way. 
 
The sun evades me 
as I am pulled towards  
the other, and 
 
Spring sinks below the  
bloodied hemisphere, 
light dripping across the earth 
viscous, slow 
 
if I could feel your warmth 
 
with a weight 
and wait 
unbearable. 
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The Joy Dreamt Of  

 

Rested and restless, 

fatigued, blurred scenes upon 

the mind switching on lights of a room 

dark for too long, with its eyes 

half-opened, wrinkled, 

letting the light on  

for it to return  

with the will-less will to stand up 

and get out of the comfort cushions  

sitting like a question mark ‗til late, 

rubbing eyes 

finally making it to the bathroom,  

finally.. 

only to stress about the day ahead, 

the eyes with different sights, 

the heads with different thoughts  

and mouths with different words to say 

Stress about what to do, what next.. 

in a room where there‘s everyone  

yet no one..no one for me 

not a friend, compadre 

acquaintance, or a colleague; 

just, another person  

with a purpose similar somewhat to mine  

They left classes in lunch breaks, in groups 

and I, in company of the dustbin‘s stink, 

the rained upon Amaltas‘ leaves, the scribbled, worn-out benches empty,  

the black board, running feet and howling noises, 

the food-scented corridor‘s clamour, otherwise  

lonesome completely.  

I, reposed, stayed in my head, noting down things  

necessary and  

unnecessary mostly, which they never say.. 

Racing the time ahead only to live a little less 

and die every day  

Only to be a step away and never reach  

The joy dreamt of.. 
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YOU ARE ALLOWED TO MAKE THE WRONG CHOICE. TO GO IN THE 

WRONG DIRECTION. TO COMPLETELY & DRAMATICALLY FUCK UP. (a letter 

to a younger self)  

but you are not allowed to give up.  

five years ago you  

think you‘re too full of  

hate, slash at your hips  

to bleed it out.  

three years ago you decide  

scars are too obvious a sign 

of your anger & so you put the  

blade down, lock it in a box &  

throw 

the box away— meaning 

you screw it back onto 

the pencil sharpener & lose it 

to the mess of your desk drawers.  

two years ago the panic starts 

in bursting tears at awkward  

meals. anxiety is a summer 

bug you can feel on your skin 

but never quite manage 

to shake off. The plate crashes 

to the kitchen floor.  

one year ago you make a deal 

with your best friend not to lay 

down anywhere but on the kitchen  

floor. you lose an origami earring 

& spend the rest of school  

wondering where the crane flew to, 

& why it didn't take you along. 

any tiled floor becomes a kitchen,  

boils the water out from your eyes.  

call a therapist & 

take your meds. 

too much pink in your hands 

to strangle your self pity out from  

underneath your hair. 
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for L.  

my wrists start hurting in the middle of science  

class because O. found the corner of a pistachio  

packet 

& i am reminded of you. i do not know how to say 

i miss you without my words staggering clumsily  

around your hospital bed. it's been hard 

since you've been gone, & the weight of your  

absence is digging into J.'s skull second by second. 

how do you convince someone they're not falling  

when the whole world tips over? 

how do you convince someone it's not too late? 

it's not too late. 

we miss you. 

the day is bright & crisp, just like you like it. 

the sun is shining & the leaves are still in the trees.  

the swans came by the school this morning. 

i wrote your favorite poem out again. 

then i wrote it in morse code, mailed it to the sky 

& hoped you'd see the clouds from your window. 

we are all waiting for you, still.  
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School Shootings 
 
When an active shooter  
shows up on the doorstep  
of a school, only to momentarily disappear  
in the hall of lockers crowded between classrooms, 
there used to not be violence before, 
and now – 
the violence has become too much 
and all too familiar across our country. 
All of the young children 
laying in puddles of their own blood 
scattered like the rag dolls they once played with. 
All the emergency sirens on one street 
heard by a nation on the news  
Of course the media goes wild 
as a parent sobs – my child can‘t be dead  
or another can‘t possibly believe 
their own flesh n‘ blood is the shooter  
in the condescending pool of the public eye  
Where did they ever go wrong  
Photos of old memories,  
the only thing left to hold onto, 
record heat in the midday sun, 
scorching any remnants of sanity 
The shadows used to come and go 
but now are here to stay, 
along with the drama death brings, 
and the kids will gossip until they don‘t 
Unwanted graffiti spray-painted  
in our minds; the bright colors covered over 
with the ugliness of dead blacks,  
depressing grays and blood reds 
The sweet dreams of our hearts 
replaced with screams  
that will always be heard  
in the vacancy of silence  
Tears replaced by our worst fears 
are being now replaced  
with the vastness  
of nothingness
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The Bully  

A bulldozer is a bully. A bulldozer roves  
around day and night looking for the perfect land; 
the perfect opportunity to sink into the unsuspecting  
sacred spot, where a kaleidoscope of colors 
meet the energies of the world. 
 
I know the big man who sits in the bulldozer‘s seat. 
He holds the levers controlling the machinery  
and has plans to take over the world.  
He climbs up steep hills and makes his way  
back down through shallow valleys.  
The bulldozer goes around giant rocks that get in his way  
and if he comes across any big mountains,  
he‘ll just go around them. He has all the time in the world.  
 
Then without any warning - the lone bulldozer will strike  
into God‘s green earth, leaving a gaping hole.  
Creatures big and small take cover.  
Birds stop chirping, fish swim away and  
wild animals run even farther. 
Even the butterflies are bulldozed over.  
All that is left are mounds of earth.  
 
There are no breaks in the path of destruction  
until demolition is complete, 
until the screams are silenced,  
until the peace becomes pieces, 
until the whisper is overtaken  
by the roar of the machine. 
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ballistics 

 
there is something curious 

about swallowing the morning‘s antidepressant 

 with a steaming shot of espresso 

the eyes of truckers and single parents 

casting aspersions 

 from within the shells of their own 

  splendid desolation 

 
children‘s eyes scanning 

burning rubber 

tumbling towards mediocrity 

over pot-hole jolts and imagined 

faces of ex-lovers 

the drive-throughs of the world packed 

with indoctrinated smiles 

 hen-pecked aspirations 

visions of that august cruise on 

the Med disguised as happiness 

kids graduating college before grandparents snuff it 

megalomaniacs collecting souls 

and putting them 

   in the bank



 
24 

it is 

 

the thing you could never allow yourself  

immaculate flesh / compact bone 

musty garlic sleep breath 

blinds still closed         

 sunday afternoon 

 
it is the thing you take in your arms 

 at seventeen –  

from behind  smaller than you by inches 

so much so you stoop to gently 

kiss the neck / whisper things 

you thought yourself incapable of  

 
it is the thing that stops you weeping in the gym 

because you know that  

someone loves your shapes / colours   

your contours / your (dis)grace 

 
it is the thing that feels like desolation 

when it leaves   

hands that once loved   sandpaper across the cheeks    

heartbeat pumping nettles through your veins 

 
it is the angel you never believed in    

the burst-bank serotonin flood   

prelude to epic grief 

 
it is you  
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Callus 
 
I know a girl I admire, 
who has given up on skincare, 
on makeup 
on prodding and poking and conforming, 
who begins to glow with the naturalness of her living, 
with the power in her blood which is self acceptance. 
Her acne got better.  
 
I‘ve tried the low contact approach, 
tried washing my hair only every other day, 
tried going barefaced into the wind, 
tried to forgo a cloth to scrub and scrub myself raw 
tried to sweat like a human and smell like a body.  
You can do it for a time; 
live like you were meant to, 
let your body regenerate itself, 
and lubricate itself, 
and slough itself off.  
 
If I was meant to live that way,  
(a way I can accept, as long as my dermatologist recommends it) 
why does it always feel so good 
to come slinking back to civilization, 
to sexist standards of beauty, 
to Pharmasave to buy Q-tips? 
 
The old blood in me,  
blood of coldwater farmers and fishers‘ wives and woodsmen 
wants to live as a body, unresistant  
to time which was not always felt, 
as is done in this country, 
as a nonrenewable resource,  
to live joyful and unscented in the perennial garden of time. 
to bloom with sunburn, with body odour, 
with monthly breakouts, and then with age lines.  
 
I want to let my feet callus into thick rough soles, 
white and dirt-fortified and bulletproof, 
like shoes built right into the skin, 
like a goat-herder in the Atlas Mountains 
who walks without boots, painlessly over pebbles and crags. 
like a well-studied prophet who walks dusty and homespun 
into the desert to write the final exam 
with an angel to invigilate, 
like a priestess in a temple carved from the mountain‘s own face, 
as weathered as her own 
who steps in and out of the sulphurous pools 
and has never so much as imagined a pair of wool socks.  
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If this is how I move into a foot that can walk 
on anything, no matter how hot or hard or dusty, 
then why does it hurt so to walk on this dry summer crust? 
And why does a soak in an enzyme that eats me alive 
feel like a return to the true body? 
Is this the age of the Singularity that was promised 
by the kids whose acne blossomed ad infinitum 
who told me in pompous voices 
that soon an unnatural body would feel more familiar 
than the one my mother built for me in her sleep? 
 
I can still be a mountain goatherd, 
but I will have to bring my Merrells.  



 
27 

Undulation  
 
In an evening of long-lived greyness, 
the mind turns back like sand clouding under a wave 
turning up trinkets of greatest pain and greatest happiness, 
happiness that only feels so in retrospect. 
 
For instance, 
a friend‘s heel cupped between my legs, 
breaking the seal so that no stranger can ever have the honour. 
The hurts of devoted children, 
the intentional dripping of hot wax onto forearms, 
solemnly proving the sanctity of that hurt. 
 
The silliness of body-bonds, the laughter 
which seems frail, the shallow eyes- 
these things live longer than so-called wisdoms 
which are forever rising up and lying down again, 
giving in to one another. 
I‘m sorry, did it hurt a lot? 
Did you get in trouble for leaving blood on the floor? 
 
These are the things that cannot be returned to, 
but can never be taken away. 
Like a jewelry box whose key I lost,  
lost in the river where no one else can get it. 
Maybe a sturgeon has picked it up, and wears it 
in her lips like fish-hooks from three generations past,  
or maybe it has rusted away already.  
Either way, it is safe there. 
The dead cannot be killed, 
the absent can‘t be violated.  
 
And as the greyness settles, I taste still 
the ghost of the flavor of colours. 
If I reach down and lay the flat of my hand 
against my sex, I imagine 
I can still feel the impact on the bone. 
What was her name? 
She took from me something I wasn‘t using anyways, 
and because of an accident, I‘ll never need to use, 
and no one else can ever try.  
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Three-part hiding act  

 

I. Cleanse.  

Every day, when I wake up,  

I remember a birthday party,  

where one of my best friends  

offered me my first chance to  

kiss a girl without knowing.  

I said no, no, no, no, no until 

my throat ached – it‘s important  

to be straight and clean and straight.  

 

II. See.  

There‘s no seeing us aliens.  

We must disappear in the crowd,  

carefully shedding skins  

like lonely snakes in the wild.  

I know about one gay boy and  

two bi girls in my entire school.  

They‘re braver than me.  

I, too, must not be seen in this skin.  

 

III. Revolt.  

We bleed truth from our pores,  

rebellion on its simplest  

but finest form as well.  

My first Pride, the rainbow flag,  

kissing people – not just boys.  

It‘s all the kind of fight that  

rattles bones, forces people to see me,  

even when I‘m just one in the crowd. 
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We are 21 
 
We had planned our lives like school projects. We wanted to become something, anything, build 
wings from cardboards, fly through the foam sky, grow magnolias inside our hearts and fall in 
love with the lilacs that grew under our eyes. But we failed. And now all we have on our hands is 
the blood of killed promises, few shards of broken relationships, memories that hurl abuses at us 
and a life which misled us into believing that the world was ours to conquer 
  
We are 21 and sad. Our parents were 21 and sad, too, and perhaps their sadness seeped inside 
the womb as our mothers ate mangoes and hurt together, drinking tears while looking at the pale 
chipped ceilings where the fan rotated around the falling axis like a top. We didn't know how to 
come smiling to this world so we cried hard as doctors slapped our backs. And now we cry at 
midnight when even the night falls into deep slumber by the hum of the poets who create words 
from pain scattered on the floor like rugs. 
  
We were told how beautiful we made the world but when we grew, darling; the truth whispered 
stories into our ears like the fox coaxing little red riding hood into false promises & lies. We are 
21 and hopeless, paranoid of the future that awaits with its jaws open, like crocodiles. Love, we 
wanted to create a story, a legend, a folklore out of our lives but all we do now is sit on the 
bathroom floor, with tears in our eyes, blades in our hands and questions in our minds about 
whether to stop or not. We are the generation of people listening to music more than the cries of 
our friends. We are suicidal. Our memories trigger warnings to our present and our poems give 
our sadness space to exist as freely as we would have wanted to exist. 
  
We are sad inside as we judge others for being sad because it's the only way we feel happy about 
ourselves. We run away, saying we don't feel, and let our friends die as they beg for help. Oh, 
darling, we are the generation of dead hearts. Our mothers fear more for the hygiene of the 
house more than the wellness of our minds. We are depressed but we drink wine, dancing with 
our eyes closed because in those few moments, we feel alive.
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communication 

 

I've realized why I speak in metaphors. It is because my mother tongue was never understood, 

so now I paper mache symbols, hope you uncover the hidden messages stuck between the glue 

and tell me what I actually mean. Perhaps it is because I am a writer that I find comfort amongst 

the vague strings of consciousness rather than the formatted and assertive science which is being 

straight forward with you. Perhaps my tongue cannot speak in anything but metaphors; my 

fingers can only collect images and paste them onto my body hoping you connect the dots. 

Perhaps it is stuck in my palate, the truth clawing away at my vocal cords reaching for your hand 

to tell you how I feel yet, my lips conceal the exit, clouded by the metaphors.
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'Stop being so dramatic' 
 
Go to your room now; sit down in that chair. Don‘t look around too much, and try not to think 
about the walls closing in on you. It‘s not that hard. You‘re just not trying enough. Try harder. 
How? Well, first, breathe. Wait, you‘re not doing it right. First inhale with stomach in, then 
exhale with stomach out, not the other way round. You‘re still doing it wrong. Try again. Nope. 
Still wrong. You exasperate me, you know that? Alright, now, think about your birthday, the only 
one you celebrated. You turned one, and they made a huge deal out of it. You didn‘t get the 
point of it all, but you just went with the flow. That‘s what you do. 
 
It felt special, the way your mom held you in her hands, her once soft and supple skin brushed 
against your flabby thighs. You could feel her fresh, earthy smell. She carried you around in that 
god-awful silk dress, showing off her first born. You remember, don‘t you? No? Too bad. 
There‘s not much else. I‘ll see if I can dig up anything else for you, but don‘t count on it. 
 
Don‘t look at the walls, the paint is ugly, and it‘s too small a room. Can you hear it? You already 
did. Don‘t rush to the door, keep sitting. It‘s started. The shouting and the screaming and the 
hitting. Then comes the wailing. Oh, the wailing. Don‘t go out there. Sit still, like I told you. 
Now do something. Clear that shelf. Pick up your homework. You already did it? Damn you. 
It stopped. It always does. Until it starts again. It‘s a day before the math test. This time she‘s 
begging him, you can hear the pleadings, but he says he wants her to sign them right away. You 
know better. He‘s too much of a coward. Go over that sum again. Did you get it right this time? 
Except the long division, yes? Good enough. Where are those worn out earphones he gave you? 
Find them. Disentangle them, please. Plug them in, and play something loud. Something 
comfortable, something familiar. It‘s okay, no matter what they say, God doesn‘t hate music. It‘s 
too good. 
 
There‘s some Chinese in the fridge. You like it, right? But not when you have to eat it with him. 
You can‘t swallow anything when he‘s beside you. Or even in the same room. Your chest 
tightens and you fidget - a lot - and try to act busy. He buys it. I‘ll let you in on something, okay? 
You‘re a lousy actor. But then, he‘s a dense moron. But wait, you‘re hungry? Well, okay. Pick a 
different room, or tell them you‘re full and will have some later. Tip toe into the kitchen when 
they‘re all in bed. Take small bites and make sure you eat slowly. You eat like a maniac, like time 
is running out. Well, it is. Go back to that room now. 
 
I don‘t get it. What are you complaining about? People have it worse, you know. You‘re only 
here a little while longer, so bear with me. Push yourself, study harder. Look at all those books. 
Pick them up and hold them close. They‘re your gateway. What now? What is it? What if it doesn’t 
work? Oh, but it will. Believe it even if you don‘t believe it. Don‘t wear yourself out, kid. Take a 
look in the mirror. You see them, don‘t you? They‘re darker today. Drink up, and go to bed. 
Don‘t you feel dehydrated? You look it. 
 
Do the history assignment. Yeah, the one you‘ve been putting off. You‘re tired? What are you 
tired of? Come on, pick it up. Sit down in that chair. Let some time pass. Turn the pages, process 
the information. It‘s impossible. You highlighted everything again, didn‘t you? It looks like a bad 
painting. I keep telling you, don‘t do that. What, you‘re thirsty now? Now? Really? Okay, well, let 
me take a look. Nope. Still there. Just wait, they‘re about to head out. It‘s that stupid function. 
Good for you, though. You can take your drink then, maybe make some coffee.  You know 
what? Watch that stupid sitcom again, that should light your day up. 
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16 December, 2012 
 

We used to kiss in empty corridors, empty classrooms, & empty spots in the school backyard. 
We used to spill giggles into each other‘s mouths wherever we would find spaces empty of light 
until— ‗empty‘ became associated with ‗unsafe.‘ 16 December, 2012: ‗It‘ used to be a shadow in 
the back of our minds, a chill down our spines whenever we would dare to think of it; but 
unimportant otherwise.‗It‘ was the fear of harassment. Unwanted touches, & unasked for stares. 
‗It‘ was the fear of not knowing what to do with your skin; how to shed it off. 16 December 
changed that; 16 December made sure that we would feel the ants crawling under our skin with 
every centimetre our bra‘s strap fell. 16 December, 2012 changed a lot of things. 
 

/ 
 
I was in grade iv & in love with the boy. That morning, there was a heavy pall over the school. 
He asked me if I had watched the news. We were eleven & in grade iv & news at that time was 
associated with ‗politics‘ &‗politics‘ with something that happened to other people, something 
boring. We were privileged & oblivious & he asked me if I had seen the news & I said, ―no‖. He 
laughed & called me a fool. I asked him if he had; he said,―who wouldn‘t, when the news was so 
scandalous?‖ 16 December, 2012 completely changed how we viewed empty corridors, empty 
classrooms, closed curtains on school buses— & the boy called it ―scandalous". A tabloid 
headline: something that caught eyes & left you with dry mouths & dilated pupils— 
―scandalous‖, meaning ―interesting‖.  
 
It happened before that, & it happened after that, but now we know. Every eleven-year-old & 
their teachers & their parents & extended families knew that it could happen to one of us. Boys 
knew what they could do to one of us. It wasn‘t ―interesting;‖ it was terrifying. I was requested & 
threatened & bribed by my parents to not step into another empty corridor ever again. It 
changed us. 
 
Fast-forward to grade viii & we knew about crushes, love, boys, & how those things come 
together. We knew of sex as magazines snuck into school bags & code words & something that 
happened to adults. We were fifteen, & we all wanted to be adults. So we lied. We lied to our 
teachers about where we were during Maths class; & we lied to our parents about who was 
calling at 21:00 on the landline on a school night.  
 

 / 
 
Looking back to grade viii through grade xii; it‘s disconcerting. Our parents did well with the 
hand they were dealt. How do you explain to a child that, ―baby, I want you to have the world, 
but unfortunately the world is not good enough for you?‖ How do you explain to an eleven-
year-old, a fifteen year old, the sheer expanse of your fear? Where do you find words soft 
enough for their tiny mouths to swallow?  
 

/ 
 
I was xvi when the boy I liked called me a slut. I hit him. His father was called to the school, & 
he proudly declared that it didn‘t matter what his son might have called me; I hit him. How dare 
I hit his son. He went away scot-free, & the next time I saw him, he winked at me. I was xvi 
when I realised that hitting someone is always wrong. But sometimes, words can hurt much 
worse. But no one cares about wounds that don‘t spill blood. We are a breed of animals who 
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learnt how to use numbers & semantics; but at the end of the day, we are animals, & we love 
spilt blood.  
 

/ 
 
Grades xi through xii were all about spilt blood. Girls sashaying around in two-third buttoned 
white shirts, & collarbones framed with grey-striped loosely tied ties— as the Head Girl, I could 
never decide whether to report them to the teacher in-charge, or ask them out for coffee. Most 
often than not, I did neither. We spent our teenage years in an age dominated by cat-fights won 
through Instagram followers, & scales of coolness broken through Snapchat views. I think it was 
both harder & easier to grow as a queer kid in India in these times— we knew watching girl x 
girl porn is not unholy, but in an age where crushes are whimsical & chosen on the basis of 
mutuals, how do you tell the girl she is holy?  
 
& so, we spilt blood at the altar of choice. 
 

/ 
 
It‘s grade xii, & we have known of sex for four years now. The coolest ones among us have 
chosen to sneak behind washrooms & to blind spots, & spill giggles into each other‘s mouths. 
(God, I hope you laughed when you chose to make love. I hope you laughed & smiled & crashed 
& flailed— I hope you didn‘t let the monotony of choosing to make love over & over & over again 
overwhelm you.) We were eighteen, & we were on the edge of falling face-first into the golden 
light, or something, that looked a lot like golden light. So we lied. We lied to our girlfriends about 
where we were last night, & we lied to our best friends about not being in love with them. We 
lied, & held onto our truth tighter. 
 

/ 
 
16 December, 2012 changed how we viewed ‗choice‘. &‗choice‘ became associated with 
‗consent‘, &‗consent‘ became associated with a thousand-new definitions of no, but not one that 
spelt it the same way ever again— Don’t try to fix something that’s not broken, dear. We scribbled a 
thounsad new definition of ―no‖ until “no‖ became replaceable with ―she didn‘t say no.‖, which 
became further replaceable with ―yes‖. When I walked through the gates of my school as a 
student of that institution for the last time, I knew I would be walking out into a world where the 
act of consent & the privilege of choice are forest-fires & at-the-edge-of-my-fingertips & holy; 
not because they are the truth, but because we have digressed back to an era where only the men 
in power hold them in their lungs. They know it to be true in their every breath, & their every 
utterance.  
 
Today, I‘m xviii, & in love with the boy & the girl. That‘s my truth, & that‘s the altar on which I 
choose to spill blood. 
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Mental Health in the Black Community 

 

I’m in high school, watching an episode of the sitcom Black-ish with my family. 

When the main character, Dre, is consistently experiencing angry outbursts, his wife 

Rainbow suggests that he go to therapy. He immediately retorts, “I don’t need 

therapy; I’m not mentally ill.” As an avid therapy-goer herself, she is offended. Her 

mother in law, Ruby, criticizes the idea as well. The character’s tones are critical, 

implying that Black people don’t go to therapy, as it is a sign of weakness, and that 

using counseling services is only for white people. I am taken aback, believing that 

Rainbow is fully justified in wanting to go to therapy. As a Black mother of four 

children, it’s understandable that she has stress balancing a healthy marriage with 

her husband, along with upholding the responsibilities of working as an 

anesthesiologist.  

 

Hearing those disapproving words come from Ruby and Dre’s mouth on the TV 

screen made me feel as if there was a spotlight on me. I could feel my mother’s 

worried glance from beside me on our couch dig into me as the rest of my family 

enjoyed the comedy without an extra blink. I never told them about my mental health 

concerns. I tuned out the rest of the episode; I honestly don’t even remember what 

happened after that. 

 

 ―It‘s okay to feel,‖ L‘Oreal McCollum, facilitator of media company Art for Impact told 
St. Mary‘s College of Maryland students, as a part of a mental wellness program. ―I need to be 
reminded everyday[…]Feeling is important.‖ When I heard these simple words come from a 
successful black woman, I was surprised at how meaningful and resonant they were to me. In 
society, people generally believe that you have to have ―something wrong with you‖ in order to 
go to therapy. In reality, therapy can be extremely beneficial for anyone. It isn‘t healthy for 
people to lock up all of their emotions in their heads. Talking about daily problems with 
someone else is usually helpful, and sometimes a mental health professional is the only person in 
a client‘s life that they can depend on, as an emotional outlet. Therapists help you be a better 
version of yourself in both, personal and professional aspects of life. 

In the Black community, taking time out for one‘s mental health is usually pushed to the 
corner. In the media, Black men are dominantly represented as hyper-masculine, strong people 
that never cry. Additionally, black women are either shown as aggressive, no-nonsense, sassy, 
―ghetto‖ individuals, or the comic relief side-kick that cracks jokes and whose sole purpose is to 
motivate the main character. Black women are expected to be resilient in the face of all conflict; 
to be supportive of our husbands and understanding of our children. There is little emphasis on 
the importance of loving ourselves. These caricatures of black individuals, although largely 
inaccurate, can be powerful. Since black youth observe these stereotypes everywhere they look, 
in television, in commercials, and in the movies, they may believe that this way of behaving is the 
only way for them. They may internalize these narratives and undertake them as their own 
personalities, seeing as there are limited positive role models for Blacks in common media.  
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We learn in elementary school about the terrible suffering that Blacks had to go through. 
Being sprayed by hoses, racist murders, Jim Crow laws. The minds of eight-year-olds are 
impressionable enough to make them believe that even after all of that suffering and inequality, 
in the present day, blacks are equal to whites in society. No matter how inherently incorrect that 
claim feels in a black child‘s soul. 

Our history almost works against us. Throughout primary and secondary schools, 
children are constantly exposed to the concept of segregation and the importance of historical 
figures like Rosa Parks, Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King Jr., who advocated for Civil 
Rights. We learned that our ancestors endured slavery and mistreatment for centuries, having 
hope that one day black people would have the rights that they have today. So, now that black 
people have basic human rights (on paper), what more could we ask for? What else do we have 
to be sad about? We should be happy now. 

 I vividly recall in the fourth grade learning about segregation for what felt like the 
millionth time to me. ―Ugh, haven‘t we learned enough about this already?‖ I groaned to my 
white classmate. He shrugged as he made wide eyes at the video on the screen. My classmates 
responded to the material like they had never heard of racism before, while I came out of the 
womb being warned of the discriminatory nature of the world. I shuddered at the warped 
caricature of Jim Crow on the screen. I had trouble sleeping for weeks after I saw that video. It 
felt like no matter where I turned, the horrifying past of my people was being shoved down my 
throat, with no sign of the positive history of black people.  

Blacks are taught to be grateful for everything because ―our grandparents fought for our 
rights. They have been through worse.‖ We, ourselves, have come to the point of convincing our 
children this as well, out of fear that what we have now can be easily lost. Society wants us to 
believe that racism is dead, despite the tragic news stories that fill social media daily: another 
unarmed teenager is shot by the police, one more government official is revealed wearing 
blackface. Therapy is a place where our emotions can be validated, and judgment can be 
temporarily halted.  

 

Naturally, as I watched that episode of Black-ish, I was struck cold. Back then, I dabbled 
with the idea of going to therapy. As a teenage girl highly involved in studies, extra-curriculars 
and athletics, I underwent stress regarding fulfilling expectations for myself, along with the 
society. Ideally, there shouldn‘t have been a problem with me receiving help. In spite of this, I 
had a constant feeling of shame. Shame for feeling like I needed therapy, shame for making my 
parents pay, shame for making my mom feel like an insufficient mother.  

 I shouldn‘t have had to feel this way. Across all races, mental health diagnoses are going 
up, especially in generations such as Millenials and Gen-Z. This may be a result of the new 
iteration of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) widening their 
diagnostic criteria of many disorders. But it also may be because of younger individuals being 
more open about their emotions and struggles, and having increased access to support services 
through social media and the internet. People like Terry Crews and Wayne Brady coming out 
about their experiences with trauma and mental health disorders are helping to reduce the stigma 
surrounding mental wellness in the Black community. There is a long battle ahead, but mental 
health disorders must be de-stigmatized for all. 
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I want to be a therapist, specifically for young adults and children. I want to be vocal 
about mental health so my clients and peers won‘t have to feel like they are the only person who 
has debilitating thoughts like theirs. Society has conditioned people like Ruby into believing that 
having thick skin is more important than processing your feelings. Black people must support 
each other and recognize that it is more than okay to get help; it is necessary and beneficial. Back 
then, I felt as if I was alone. I had no idea why I was experiencing the emotions I had, and I was 
terrified of reaching out for help. Even as a college student, I struggle to find time to support my 
mental wellness. But, I have to learn to put myself first, and recognize that my emotions are 
completely valid.  

Black-ish releases an episode more recently in 2018. Rainbow is experiencing 

symptoms of postpartum depression after giving birth to her fifth child. The show 

shows her symptoms fluctuating over time and explains that anyone can experience a 

mental health disorder, and it isn’t shameful to reach out for help. This time, Dre is 

immediately supportive of his wife, and explains to his mother Ruby that postpartum 

depression is “really a thing that lots of women get.” I realize that although the road 

to recovery may be long and strenuous, it is possible. These types of positive and 

accurate representations of mental health experiences in Black individuals need to be 

more common. This one episode is not nearly enough. 
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