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INTRODUCTION
*********

Dear Reader,

When we � rst envisioned this anthology, we had no idea that in the 
not-too-distant future, the US surgeon general would issue a warning 
about a national youth mental health crisis. Unfortunately, the need 
for this warning didn’t shock us. Both of our debut novels explore 
mental health themes, and because of this, we’ve each had numer-
ous readers reach out to us to share their own (often silent) struggles 
with mental health. � e more we talked about our own experiences, 
it seemed, the more others felt empowered to share theirs.

We weren’t always so comfortable sharing our stories, however. 
Like many characters in this anthology, because of prevailing stigmas 
surrounding mental health conditions, we felt isolated, othered, and 
deeply ashamed that our mental wellness didn’t appear to be as stable 
as other people’s.

But after each of us found the strength to seek help, we realized 
we weren’t alone at all. In fact, recent statistics detailing the perva-
siveness of mental health struggles are staggering:

• � e National Institute of Mental Health reports that an esti-
mated 49.5 percent of adolescents have had a mental health 
disorder at some point in their lives.

• According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, suicide 
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was the second-leading cause of death for people between 
the ages of ten and thirty-four in the United States in 2019. 
Furthermore, the risk of suicide quadruples for youth who 
identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual—and the risk is even more 
signi� cant for transgender teens.

• Even before the pandemic and its tremendous negative 
impacts on mental health, a study conducted by the Pew 
Research Center revealed that seven in ten teenagers sur-
veyed saw anxiety and depression as “major problems among 
their peers.”

• � e World Health Organization asserts that half of mental 
health disorders appear by the age of fourteen. Unfortunately, 
most of them remain undiagnosed and therefore untreated, 
“impairing both physical and mental health and limiting 
opportunities to lead ful� lling lives as adults.” 

� e number of books featuring characters with mental health 
conditions is growing, but there remain a plethora of books and pop-
ular media stories in which mental health disorders are stereotyped, 
idealized, trivialized, or incorporated primarily to give a character a 
funny or memorable “quirk.” � ese pop culture and media portrayals 
too often cast people with mental health conditions as caricatures 
that serve a story’s plotline. We want to disrupt that trend with this 
collection.

For these reasons, all contributors to this anthology have lived 
experiences of the mental health conditions with which their protago-
nists struggle. � ey may not have an o�  cial diagnosis, but they all 
identify as members of the mental health community.

Limiting contributors to those who meet this criterion was a dif-
� cult decision to make. We want to be clear that lived-experience- 
adjacent stories (for example, stories from the point of view of a family 
member of someone struggling with mental health) are important. 
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� ere are places in the world for those stories. But the reason this 
collection features only stories written by people who possess that 
lived experience extends beyond authentic representation. � is 
anthology creates space for these unique experiences while honoring 
the characters and the authors who write them. We wanted readers 
to receive the unstated message this representation sends: you can 
struggle daily with a serious mental health condition and still live a 
good and full life. Still be happy. Still be creative and successful, just 
like the authors in this book. If our mission is to break the silence and 
stigma around mental health care, then this is a step in raising our 
collective voice.

Many stories that come to mind when people think of YA books 
with mental health representation focus almost exclusively on a char-
acter’s identity as having a mental health condition—either realizing 
it or � nally accepting it or learning how to get help. And those sto-
ries are powerful and necessary. But this collection isn’t about char-
acters reconciling with their conditions, at least not exclusively. � ese 
contributions are simply stories—varying in form (� ctional prose, 
graphic, verse, epistolary, transcript, one-act play) and genre (con-
temporary, fantasy, science � ction)—whose protagonists just so hap-
pen to struggle with mental health.

Furthermore, because so many conversations surrounding mental 
health come at the topic from a white, male, suburban, middle-class, 
cisgender perspective, this collection aims to show the importance of 
intersectionality to an individual’s conception of mental health and 
that person’s access to resources. We have often discussed on panels 
how necessary it is to curate collections that show that mental health 
conditions exist within all communities, and so the authors in this 
book are diverse in ethnic and cultural background, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, religious background, age, and socioeconomic 
status.

� e sixteen stories you’re about to read are as diverse as their 
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creators, and run the gamut from whimsical and romantic to specula-
tive and philosophical to raw and gritty with a deep emotional punch.

As much as we hope this anthology provides a mirror for mem-
bers of the mental health community, this book is as much for people 
who do not struggle with mental health as it is for those who do. As not struggle with mental health as it is for those who do. As 
the Pew study revealed, even if you don’t have personal experience 
with a mental health condition, you absolutely know someone who 
does. And more likely than not, it’s someone close to you.

One of the many incredible things about this anthology is that 
every single story includes some kind of relationship that makes a 
crucial di� erence to the main character. As the COVID-19 pandemic 
has made abundantly clear, connection matters. Relationships—of all 
kinds—matter. � ey can, quite literally, save lives.

In a call to action in December 2021, US surgeon general Vivek 
Murthy stated: “We’re asking for individuals to take action to change 
how we think and talk about mental health so people with mental 
health struggles know that they have nothing to be ashamed of, and 
it’s okay to ask for help. � at stigma is so powerful still around mental 
health.�.�.�. But we’re also calling for expanded access to mental health 
care, for increases in mental health counselors in schools and invest-
ments in social-emotional learning curricula in schools.”

We hope this book can be a step toward meeting this call. After 
each story, you’ll � nd a note from the contributor, and at the end 
of the book, a detailed resource section. Additionally, you can � nd 
professionally produced guides—a Guide for Educators, a Guide for 
Parents, and a Guide for Mental Health Professionals—on our web-
sites, noracarpenterwrites.com and rockycallen.com. Resources are 
also available on our publisher’s site, candlewick.com.

Ab(solutely) Normal aims to inspire readers to let go of stigma, mal aims to inspire readers to let go of stigma, 
seek help if they need it, and live their truths proudly. � ese stories 
will uplift and empower you, break your heart and heal it so it’s stron-
ger than before.
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We hope you live your truth, dear reader, and that you recognize 
and honor others who are living theirs.

� ank you for reading,
Nora Shalaway Carpenter & Rocky Callen 

SOURCE NOTES

p. ix: 49.5 percent of adolescents have had a mental health disorder 
at some point in their lives: National Institute of Mental Health, 
“Mental Illness,” updated January 2022, https://www.nimh.nih.gov
/health/statistics/mental-illness.

p. x:  suicide was the second-leading cause of death for people 
between the ages of ten and thirty-four: National Alliance on 
Mental Illness, “It’s Okay to Talk About Suicide,” https://nami.org
/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI_Suicide_2020
_FINAL.pdf.

p. x:  seven in ten teenagers surveyed saw anxiety and depression 
as “major problems among their peers”: Pew Research Center, 
“Most U.S. Teens See Anxiety and Depression as a Major 
Problem Among � eir Peers,” https://www.pewresearch.org
/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-see- anxiety-and
-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/.

p. x:  most of them remain undiagnosed and therefore untreated: 
World Health Organization, “Adolescent and Young Adult Health,” 
January 18, 2021, https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets
/detail/adolescents-health-risks-and-solutions.





They Call Me Hurricane
ROCKY CALLEN

1. AIDA

I was born during a hurricane in the back of my parents’ faded blue 
1997 Camry on the shoulder of the road. Papi had taken the wrong 
exit, and I feel like I have been taking wrong turns ever since. I was 
born in the midst of � oods and endless gray and winds that howled 
past the car that held my mamá howling inside.

Mamá once told me that the rain was the sky’s tears of sorrow, 
regret, and pain. When I was little, I often sat by the window and 
watched as the clouds turned dark and wondered why the sky was sad 
that day. I would curl up and read it happy stories. I would go out on 
the front stoop and let it soak me through just so it knew that it wasn’t 
alone. I would sit by the window for hours because I wanted to wait 
and watch for the moment when the clouds cleared and a stray beam 
of sunlight would reach for the earth and graze its � nger across it.

I wanted the sky to be happy.
Just like I wanted Mamá to be happy.
Just like, soon after I turned ten, I wished I could be happy, too.
Mamá later told me that the sky soaked us through to our bones 

Content Note: This story references suicidal ideation.
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with its tears the day I was born. Me dio luz when the world was dark 
and violent. And when the sun � nally appeared, we kept the sky’s 
tears inside our sinew and marrow. Deep, deep inside, where no one 
could see.

But Mamá didn’t tell me about when I was born until later.
Until it was too late.
Until it made absolute sense.
And that day, I ran out of my house and I screamed at the sky for 

the curse of its tears. I yelled until my voice strained and my throat 
ached. I cursed the sky right back until I fell to my knees and begged 
it to take the sorrow, pain, and regret away.

It didn’t listen.
Instead, when the rain pounded my back and bruised me with its 

anguish, it whispered for me to be still, to give up and give in to the 
mud and misery.

I didn’t listen, either.

2. AIDA

Aida “the Hurricane” Maya.
� at’s me. Complete with an apodo that I didn’t choose for myself. 

It was a � ghter’s name from years ago, whose story was rife with pain 
and tragedy and strength. Papi talked about him all the time. But I 
wasn’t named after him. Coach said the name chose me the day I was 
born. I cringed when Coach gave it to me a few years ago, and the 
team hollered with appreciation when they found out that I came 
screaming into the world during the biggest storm to hit Baltimore in 
the last two decades. � ey didn’t know that wasn’t why Coach named 
me the Hurricane. � ey didn’t have to know. I have bruises on my 
knuckles. Calluses on my palms. Cuts that itch. And a left hook that 
can knock any one of them out even though I am the only girl on the 
crew. � at’s all they need to know.
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I don’t open my eyes when the alarm goes o� . I’m thinking about 
what my name would sound like on a loudspeaker before my � rst big 
� ght. I am thinking if I want to keep it. I � dget with the bracelet of 
threads around my wrist. Breathe in. I’m here. I’m strong. I got this. 
Breathe out. Get the fuck out of bed.

I throw the blankets o�  me, snap my eyes open, and land my feet 
on the � oor.

It’s raining. Of course it is raining.
I shove a middle � nger toward the window so that the rain knows 

I am not here to mess around with its company. I follow my routine. 
My doc says that routines help on the bad days, and she’s right. It 
is so annoying when adults in pin-striped skirts, penny loafers, and 
big, sweet smiles are right. I take the meds on the bathroom counter. 
Mamá’s pill bottle is still full, but I can’t think about that right now. 
I count the seconds as I brush my teeth. I stare at the mirror and 
I remember my best run times, my favorite things about the week 
before. I dig to � nd anything that makes me feel solid and steady. 
Here.

� is is part of the routine. It didn’t start smoothly. � ere’s a hole 
behind the painting above the light switch to prove it. But over the 
years, I have carefully constructed a dam inside. A place for all those 
unshed tears to live, beating against the cement and bone of the bar-
rier. I always feel them, like a levee just one rainfall away from over-
� owing, but I do what I need to do to stay sure-footed, to be certain 
my re� exes are quick enough to redirect my thoughts whenever the 
cruel ones spill over.

I touch my thread bracelet again. It has been 397 days since I have 
thought about it, 397 days since I added a thread.

I grab my gym bag and head toward the door. I light the candle 
sitting on the side table with the keys and wilting � owers and leave 
the quiet house behind me.

***
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� e gym is all noise. It smells like leather and sweat and dreams. My 
dreams. Beaten into every heavy bag and bled out on the boxing ring’s 
mat. I’ve been in this gym nearly every day since they took Papi. Since 
his gloves became mine. � ey didn’t � t me until last year.

Jesé is sweeping when I walk in. He’s only a year older than me. 
His black hair spills over his forehead and the scar that I know cuts 
through his left eyebrow. He must have a bachata song playing in his 
mind because his feet move in step with the rhythm. When he looks 
up and spots me, he raises the broom in salute. I walk over to him, 
soaked from the rain, and fake a high � ve, then wrap him up in a hug 
instead.

“No manches, vieja. Get o�  me.”
“What? You don’t want a hug?”
“No! You are getting me all wet!” He’s annoyed. I love him 

annoyed. “And look at the � oor!” He gestures wildly at the water I 
tracked all over the ground.

I squeeze him three times. Too tight. It’s like I am trying to � t all 
his bones into the circle of my arms. He relents, frustration defused, 
relaxes, rolls his eyes, and hugs me back twice. I am about to respond 
when Coach sees me and waves me over.

“Huracán! Come here, I’ve got news!”
“’Kay, Coach.” I let go of Jesé and whip around fast, making sure 

my long braid slaps him square in the jaw. He curses as I practically 
skip away toward the o�  ce.

Coach is behind his desk, looking down at a stack of papers. “You 
did it, mija.”

I raise my eyebrows, waiting for an explanation.
He comes around the desk and grasps my shoulders. “You got the 

� ght.”
Four words. � at’s all it takes to snatch the air right out of my 

lungs. “� e � ght?”
Coach smiles and nods. “� e � ght.”
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I � op back into the chair. “I can’t believe it.” I look up at Papi’s por-
trait on the wall with his gloved hand raised after an eleventh-round 
KO with Coach right behind him. “� e Golden Gloves � ght.” I was 
undefeated in my last � ve matches, but Golden Gloves is the big time. 
If I won, I could go to Nationals, and if I won there, then international 
opportunities could open up to me. � ose opportunities could lead 
to glory. To money. To being able to help Mamá. “I can’t believe it!” I 
jump out of the chair and hug Coach. “I won’t let you down.”

He hugs me back. “I know, mija.”
“She get you wet, too, Pops?” Jesé is by the door.
Coach’s laugh is a rumble in his chest. “Yes, she did!”
“Jes, I got the � ght! I’m going to compete in the Golden Gloves 

tournament!”
His smile takes up almost as many zip codes as my ass, and he 

cranks up his deep announcer’s voice and uses the broom like a 
microphone before joining in on the hug. “Ha! � e storm is about to 
hit the GG!”

He is saying something else, but I don’t hear it. Because as I hug 
them both, I feel it. I feel something sloshing inside me, threatening 
to spill over. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to ignore it.

But as the day goes on, doubt creeps in. � e ugly thoughts start 
to seep through the tiniest cracks. I make rookie mistakes. I slip and 
feel unsteady. Please, please, please take these thoughts away. But they 
only get louder and so does the rain outside, hitting the tin roof like 
bullets.

Coach is on the phone getting my paperwork set up for the tour-
nament. “Ready for this?” He smiles. He knows I am ready for this. To 
him, I am going places and going to take the gym’s name with me. He 
believes in me.

But I don’t. Not now.
I start to jump rope. Breathe. Breathe. BREATHE. But my breath-

ing is unsteady and I start to feel a cramp in my side.
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I am not ready for this � ght. � ere is no way I am going to step 
into the ring in front of those judges. Gear is sanctioned by the orga-
nizers. I won’t even be able to wear Papi’s gloves. I envision how I am 
going to get out of it. � e lies I will tell. I am too anxious to tell my 
coach that I am too afraid, that I am too weak, that he should have 
never taken a chance on me, that�.�.�.

Stop.
Breathe in.
I feel the pressure building and the way my words are turning into 

violence against me, trying to shove my face down in the mud.
Breathe out.
I got this.
I’m not sure if I believe that. � e jump rope skitters to a stop.
Coach slaps me on my back. “� at’s right! � is storm is about to 

strike.” Coach was a badass striker himself, but he is also cheesy as 
hell, just like his son.

He shoves me toward the training ring. “Go run drills with Trent.”
I make my way to the center of the gym. You can only � ght one 

� ght at a time. � at’s what Coach always says. Usually the focus helps 
me calm the ragged storm within me. But right now, I feel the � ght 
in front of me and inside me colliding, picking up speed, and I can’t 
� nd my footing. Mamá never calls what we have “depression.” She 
says, “La lluvia vino fuerte hoy, ¿verdad mija?” Like our depression, 
our brains, have their own weather system. And they did. � e winds 
and rain could change direction at any moment and hit us with a 
downpour.

I know that the medication helps, the gym helps, the support from 
my team helps. But there are days when I am not sure it is enough. I 
run my thumb over my bracelet of threads before shoving my hands 
into my gloves and stepping through the ropes.

***
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3. COACH

Coach Suarez remembered when he saw the little girl swing the door 
open and charge in from the rain all those years ago. Aida. Jesé’s best 
friend and Pepe’s daughter. She didn’t come to him as she usually did; 
she went straight to her papi’s training bag, dripping rainwater in her 
wake, and started slamming her � sts against it. She was hitting the 
heavy bag with every bit of strength in her tiny biceps, like she didn’t 
want to just punch the bag—she wanted to hit straight through the 
leather and puncture it with her � st. Like she wanted its sandy innards 
to spill out and make a mess at her feet. Like she wanted to break 
something. He watched as her arms, erratic and desperate, wailed on 
the bag until all of a sudden, her high thin voice was wailing, too. He 
looked around and saw the boxers stopping midstrike or midexercise 
to crane their necks toward the girl. He snapped at them to focus on 
their routines, and reluctantly, they all did. He walked over, quiet and 
steady, to Aida. She was a � erce, crying thing. All � sts and fury.

“Mija�.�.�.”
She didn’t listen. Her cries turned into a growling roar.
“Mija� .� .� .” He reached out to touch her, and when he did, she 

swung at him. He grasped her shoulders to stop the attack, and in 
a whoosh, her pinched face streaked with tears, she collapsed onto 
him, hugging him tight like if she let go, he’d � oat away. “Shhh, you 
are okay. You are�.�.�.”

“I’m not okay,” she said. “I’m not okay. I feel this storm inside me.” 
She looked up at him, afraid. “And I can’t control it.”

Coach Suarez knew that Aida and her mother could slip into 
days, weeks, months of melancholy. He didn’t understand it, but Pepe 
had said that they felt like there were too many tears inside them and 
sometimes they just needed to spill out everywhere and make a mess. 
Pepe said he would always be there to pull them out of it, to help clean 
up, to let the light in. Pepe loved his family more than he loved the 
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ring, but then he was gone, and the little girl and her mother had to 
face the lluvia—that’s what the mother called it—alone. Aida shook in 
his arms, and on that day, he gave the girl her papi’s gloves and said, 
“� en let me teach you to be the storm.”

And he did. She was the most devoted, talented, and passion-
ate � ghter he had ever seen. She was focused and disciplined and 
every strike was calculated. But today she reminded him of that girl 
who was all heartache. She was there, but not. She was up against 
the ropes, but it looked like she was � ghting some other � ght that he 
couldn’t see. Every time her � st lashed out in a punch, it looked more 
like a desperate attempt to hang on to something.

He should have stopped the sparring match when he saw her eyes 
go faraway and glassy, but by then it was too late.

4. AIDA

Coach shouts from the � oor, and the sparring match is on. Trent is 
moving fast, footwork like a dance. Everything feels slow, as if I am 
unattached from my body. I’m trying to breathe and bob and weave 
and shift my weight between my feet, but it all feels disjointed, like 
every part of me is a dead weight that I have to shove into position. 
Trent throws out a combo, and I barely block it.

“Hands up, Aida!” Coach yells, and him saying my real name 
throws me o�  even more. Like I have to think about who he is talk-
ing to. I drag my hands up to guard my face. Trent’s next punch lands 
right on my ribs and knocks the wind out of me. I stumble.

“Eh, you okay?” Trent whispers, still bursting with rambunctious 
energy. He’s here to win.

Usually I am too.
But with every circle around the ring, I just hear a torrent of 

words spilling over.
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You-will-never-be-enough-you-are-so-stupid-you-are-weak-why-
can’t-you-do-anything-right-you-are-pathetic-you-are-ridiculous-no-
one-wants-you-you-are-a-failure-why-do-you-keep-trying-give-up-
give-in-let-go.

Breathe. Breathe. BREATHE. I shake, angry and overwhelmed. 
Get into the eye of the storm, get into the calm, look out and see clearly. 
� ese words aren’t real. � ey are lies. � ey are things I don’t need to 
hold too close. Let them go. But I can’t and I just hear them getting 
louder and louder and I feel the resolve of the dam inside me chipping 
away.

And now I am not anxious about getting hit but about the feel-
ing of an inner shift in my weather system, like the rains are coming, 
like the dam is full and over� owing and the rest of me is getting the 
� ood warning too late to evacuate. I shut my eyes and grit my teeth. 
Stop, please stop, please, please stop. And I am a little girl again in the 
mud, screaming at the rain to take its curse back. A little girl who 
didn’t have her papi anymore—her papi, who was like the earth and 
could turn any shower into something that bloomed beautiful. But he 
was gone. Immigration had taken him two years before that, and then 
our green phone in the living room had stopped ringing. He died in 
Ecuador. A heart attack. Doctors said it was from stress. Mamá said it 
was from heartbreak. His ashes are by the side table next to the door 
with the wilting � owers and � aming candle.

And so the little girl had no one to lean on when the rain came.
Depression and grief and my papi’s red gloves on my hands all 

slam into me at once. � e dam is breaking. Coach is yelling some-
thing, but I can’t process it. I just feel the strike that clips my jaw, then 
the ones that slam into my ribs and my stomach. A � nal hook that 
turns the world black as I fall.

Give in to the mud and misery, I hear before I open my eyes. Stay 
down.

I don’t stay down, but I am not free of the mud and misery. I’m 
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crying. I’m crying in front of everyone. I am doubling over and I 
vaguely see people hovering above me, touching me, asking if I am 
okay. Trent apologizing.

� ey think I am crying because of a cracked bone or my bloody 
nose. � ey don’t see the broken dam or the � ooding or the rubble still 
falling everywhere.

I run.
O�  the mat. Out of the room. Into the closet.
I’m hyperventilating and I silent-scream into the dark. I almost 

forgot how this feels. How it hurts to have to make the scream quiet, 
like the sharp-edged sound cuts you on the way back down your 
throat. It has been over a year since I have felt the ache of it.

How could the best news of my life be eclipsed by this? Because 
that’s how it always is: the depression sneaking in and taking over out 
of nowhere. Like Mamá says, the lágrimas run deep, where no one 
can see, and not even we know when they will want out.

I don’t turn the lights on. I am hiccuping breaths and sni�  ing 
through a snotty, bloody nose. In the dark I can pretend that I am not 
an indelicate mess of a crier. I hear the knob of the door click open 
and I almost pull it shut again, but then I see Jesé’s body illuminated 
in the doorframe for a split second before he steps inside and shuts 
the door behind him. He doesn’t turn the lights on, either. He just sits 
down next to me.

“Five threads, huh.” Only Jesé knows what the bracelet means. He 
also is the only one who knows about the tattoo on my hip because 
he’s the one who put it there, when I was fourteen, with a makeshift 
tattoo gun made out of the motor from his dad’s beard trimmer and a 
hollowed-out Bic pen. � at was the second time I wanted to die. � at 
was the day I added the second thread to my bracelet. � at was the 
day he tattooed ����;��  into my skin. � e semicolon in place of the 
I as a reminder that my � ght isn’t over yet.I

“Which is the last one?” he asks, and I point to the fading orange 



ROCKY CALLEN     11

thread that I tied there 397 days ago. He takes a deep breath, leans 
back, and says, “Now tell me, what has happened since then?”

� is is why I have my bracelet. As a reminder that there was a 
day I felt like I wanted to die, but I lived on anyway and am still here. 
� at I have made memories and lived as best I could since that day, 
even if I made a mess, turned the wrong way, or felt lost. I’m still here. 
And that is enough. I list the things that made me feel good, proud, or 
happy in the past year. I list memories of when I laughed and when I 
won. I list my doc and new meds. I list � tting into Papi’s gloves.

We sit there in the silence with my memories.
He squeezes my hand. � is is something we’ve done since we 

were children. He taught it to me.
“Why are you squeezing my hand?” I had said.
“It’s code.”
“For what?”
Squeeze. Squeeze. Squeeze.
I blinked at our clasped hands, and then I blinked at his eleven-

year-old face, barely able to see either of them. We were sitting in the 
dark in my closet, because I always run to a closet to hide my tears 
from the world.

Squeeze. “I.” Squeeze. “Love.” Squeeze. “You.”
I giggled, because that’s what I always did when I was excited or 

nervous and I had been both in that closet in the dark.
“Now you squeeze my hand two times.”
As I did, he whispered what that meant: “How. Much?”
� en he said, “� is much.” And he clamped my hand so tight that 

I thought he might break my tiny bones.
“� at’s too much!” I shoved him and he was laughing and we 

played the game back and forth, trying to see who loved the other 
more.

And for years, that’s what we always did. When my days faded to 
numbness or when his father yelled at him or when we failed a class, 
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we tangled our � ngers where no one could see, and we squeezed our 
hands together until we could squeeze out the world. Two palms and 
a promise.

He’s holding my hand now in the dark. � ere’s snot on my face 
again, just like that day when he saw my tears for the � rst time, only 
now it’s mixed with blood.

“Why did you start � ghting?” he asks, and I am startled by the 
question. I have been in the gym so long now that it feels like home. 
But I remember that � rst day when I came here.

Because I wanted to � ght my tears back.
Because I could pretend the punching bag was all the terrible 

things I ever said to myself and I could beat the air out of them and I 
could still be breathing, standing on my own two feet.

Because with every punch, strike, push-up, and personal best, I 
felt like maybe I could do anything.

“Because I wanted to feel strong.”
“Like a hurricane.”
I hear the smile in his voice. I cock my head to the side, consider-

ing. Coach wanted to teach me to be the hurricane instead of being 
beaten by it, and for the � rst time, the name doesn’t sound like a jab. 
It sounds right.

“Do you feel strong?” Jesé asks in the dark.
I don’t say anything.
But then he says, “Because you are the strongest person I know.”
And then he squeezes my hand so tight that I feel like it might just 

break, but it doesn’t. Instead, it feels like all the tear-soaked pieces of 
me are being squeezed back together.

5. AIDA

� ere is something about my days and the way they bob and weave 
together, like a � ghter avoiding a well-placed strike. Some days are 
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lightning fast, playful, and ready for every win. But some days are 
never fast enough. � ey are sluggish on the pivot, and on those days 
I wake up feeling like life has punched me in the face even before I 
open my goddamn eyes.

Luckily, I have learned to punch back.
I was born during a hurricane in the back seat of my parents’ 

faded blue 1997 Camry on the shoulder of the road. Papi had taken 
the wrong exit, and while I used to feel like I have been taking wrong 
turns ever since, the one that brought me here was right.

I am where I belong. I have � ve threads on my bracelet because 
I didn’t need another one that day in the gym closet. I walked out of 
it and back into the ring for the next round, ready. � at was months 
ago. And now we are here.

� e crowd is bigger than I expected. Louder. I shake out my arms 
as I stare around at the Golden Gloves tournament. My papi’s gloves 
in the seat he should have been in, my mamá, Jesé, and Coach right 
beside it.

“Aida the Hurricane Maya!” My name booms out of the speakers.
� ey call me Hurricane.
I roll back my shoulders and smile. I am the storm. And I am 

ready to strike.

 A Note from Rocky Callen
************

I have struggled with suicidal ideation since I was eleven 

years old. On the outside, I am a con� dent, ambitious, happy 

woman. On the inside, sitting beside those very real parts of 

me, is my depression. It can feel like a sudden hollowing out, 

an emptiness, and other times it feels like I am being beaten 
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into submission by torrents of thoughts that try to make me 

feel unworthy and unlovable. The storm gets worse when col-

liding with grief and trauma, and my life has been full of both. 

For me, mental and behavioral techniques have helped me 

manage my mental health. There are days when I feel like I am 

winning and days when I feel like I am up against the ropes 

and in a � ght for my life. Luckily, those bad days have become 

far fewer over the last several years. With Aida’s story, I wanted 

to show what so many don’t see—the invisible inner � ght that 

leaves its own bruises. But Aida, even stumbling and aching, 

is strong. She knows deep down that she is worth that � ght. I 

want readers to remember that whatever storms they are fac-

ing, their lives are worth that � ght, too.



A Body with Wholes
EBONY STEWART

BODIED

My body requires too much while reminding me that I am not 
enough.

My body � nds mirrors and laughs at me, all awkward and 
asymmetrical. 

My body works out faithfully, but doesn’t know how to keep up with 
what other bodies are supposed to look like. 

My body should de� nitely pay closer attention to what other bodies 
are 

supposed to look like.
’Cause I really want one of those Teyana Taylor, Tina Turner, Nicki, 

Badu, Megan � ee Stallion hybrid bodies. But 
all the body doctors I’ve talked to don’t really see my body’s vision.
Why can’t my body be one of those bodies that looks good while 

naked,

Content Note: This story references body image struggles.
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walking in slow motion or doing nothing?
My body be so regular and unimpressive.
I think my body de� nitely looks better in clothing. 
It’s a catch-22, though, ’cause I can’t always � nd clothes that look 

good on my body.
And still, my body just wants to � t in, but poke out.

Be wanted by some body that my body wants.
My body is in a complicated relationship with numbers.
My body gathers and collects guilt in large amounts.
My body doesn’t get what it deserves, it gets what it can negotiate.
My body and its trauma responses,

counting, cutting, curves. 
My body cries, hides, and gets sunk.
My body is slowly unraveling
into coping mechanisms after being triggered. 
My body is low-key exhausted.

My body and its lack of discipline always ready to give up. 
My body can turn wounds to wisdom but somehow still has poor 

body image.
Because what is a body if not a shape-shifter?
My body is not a temple, it’s a chandelier of strange fruit,
a museum of memories.

I don’t always listen to my body.
And it’s funny ’cause how can you say body without also calling 

home?
� is body I belong and come home to never leaves me.
My body wants approval � rst from me, then from everybody. 
My body wants to be a wonder but only with the lights o�  so
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you won’t see my body and wonder.
My body wakes up early in the morning only to disappoint me
by being a body without a � lter or an airbrush.
Why can’t my body be Barbie and Bad Bitch?
I wish my body was slim thick.

And my body be so dramatic, making rolls in my stomach when I sit. 
My body and its elaborate stretch marks like spirit � ngers 
and random weird body acne.
And I know that every body is di� erent, but sometimes 
my body really overdoes it by comparing itself to 

others.
My body is low-key passive-aggressive. 
Sometimes I wish my body weren’t so annoying, 
always wanting to be thought of.
When somebody tells me that my body is beautiful, 

my body has a hard time believing it.
One thing about my body: it’s not for everybody.
But I wish my body was perfect.
My body is not perfect.
My body is perfectly imperfect and 

I kinda love it.

BREATHE

This is for the ones who went unnoticed, unexpected, left out, out-
casted, and judged. � e ones whose inhale and exhale sometimes get 
confused.
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� is is for the bastards out of wedlock. For those who have a mother 
and father in jail. � is is for that nine-year-old who carried a Glock 
to the playground for the bully whose words do break bones and 
those whose spirits and lives feel like hell.

For the vegetarians, meat lovers, and truest vegans. For the anorexic 
girl who doesn’t know what to eat, for the skinny girl who can’t gain 
weight, and for the heavyset beauty who society calls fat. � is is for 
the high school adolescent with face acne. � e gay and nonbinary. 
And the ones who feel like they’re never enough.

This is for the little girl in me who kept the nightmares of her 
mother’s beaten bruises, sobs, and screams embedded in the room 
down the hallway, and kept the secrets. Or for those who’ve had to 
hold their breath while receiving unwanted touches. Or those of us 
who cried, kicked, and screamed.

For those of us who have ever hid under a desk, in the closet next 
to the broom. For the ones who heard the gunshots, gasps, and 
survived death but have the mind of a grave site or tomb. For those 
who have bullet holes for hands, so they write with their tongues. 
For those who give it everything they’ve got and get nothing in 
return. � is is for the nerds, disabled, emos, punks, and the � rst to 
lose.

This is for the Black kids exhausted and surviving.
The dancer, the scientist, and fashion guru.
The oppressed, depressed, anxious with suicidal ideations.
For the ones who didn’t think they’d make it but resiliently keep 

going.
I see you deserving to take a breath.

(Breathe)
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NOTE TO SELF

Dear Universe,
I’m still standing here.
I’m still loving here, in this body, with this heart.
Peace be,
love be,
forgiveness be,
and I dare you to try and stop me.
I love you because you’re worth it,
because you’re a good thing,
because I can.
� ere,
take that!

Note to self: take chances, on purpose.

When the voices turn on you.
When you’re soggy and soiled.
When something is telling you, “You can’t do it.”
Your insecurities are showing, stop it!
You have permission to � ght back.
You have permission to love you � rst.
Where you gone get another one?
� ose eyes.
� ese hands.
� at laugh match the way you walk, who told you you had time to be 

sad?
Never mind those tears.
� em, like all the others, don’t stand a chance.
Wipe them
like this,
let them see you



20     A BODY WITH WHOLES

like that.
� is is me loving hard, with both hands.

Note to self: forgive yourself, heart included.

Sometimes you’re in your own way.
Move.
Like time,
like worry.
Sprinkle courage.
Pour con� dence.
Mix

here you go,
 be brave.
Now believe it.
Go the distance.
Move from hoping
   to making it happen.
Change your mind.
Go with your � rst mind.
Love.
Even when you don’t want to,
even when they don’t deserve it.
When I love,
I love on purpose.
What’s love got to do with it?
Everything!
Your life is depending on it.

Make rhythm.
Make clarity.
Make lists.
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It only takes � ve � ngers to push on:
1. Be positive.   2. Stay positive.

3. Love.     4. Pray.
5. Grind on.

Get out of your own head.
Breathe.
Pay attention.
Be slow to speak, listen.   

Note to self and keep reminding yourself: Don’t attract negative 
thoughts or people. � eir egos don’t belong here.

Dear Depression,
 You can leave now.
I am aware of the energy I bring into a room.
I gotta French kiss for fear with this mouth.
 Now is a good time to say I was here.
  � at’s permanent,
   like hugging yourself.
    Hug yourself.
     Mmmm, that feels good.
      Mmm-mmmm, 
      nobody does it better.

Misplacing yourself is equivalent to losing your mind,
take that back.
Forget where you put people and things that don’t love you back.
Trust yourself.
Believe in self.
Take what you need,
but give everything.
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And you might not have much,
but � ght for the little bit you have.
When a poem � nds you, you have no choice but to believe in God.
� is thing is bigger than you.
I choose me.
I choose me.
I choose to love life to the fullest.

And when I love,
the way I love,
I love on purpose.
And you
can’t stop me.

A Note from Ebony Stewart
****************

I’ve never felt completely enough. My mother was a single 

parent, so I never wanted to ask for too much; I’d suppress 

my wants and ask for less because I didn’t believe I deserved 

more. When I was younger, sometimes I’d get really sad and 

then feel guilty about being sad—I knew my mother was doing 

the best she could. I also knew my life wasn’t as bad as it could 

be, and still, it just didn’t feel as good as I was hoping for. I’d 

compare myself with other people who were more beautiful 

than me and got the attention I wanted. A lot of times I felt 

overlooked. I felt small and so many things were out of my 

control. My self-esteem was low, but I’d pretend that every-

thing was � ne. Sometimes my idea of resilience was to su� er 

in silence. I’d put a lot of e� ort into making sure everyone else 
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felt good; meanwhile, I was hurting. I didn’t know or under-

stand that post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was not just 

a term veterans reserved the right to use, but that a person-

in-environment enduring the mental gymnastics of adversity 

from day-to-day stressors could also contribute to PTSD. I 

don’t know why some of us go through such turmoil. I don’t 

know why some of us struggle mentally the way we do. I’m 

still learning how to ask for what I need. I still have to convince 

myself, every day, that I am enough. Because sometimes, you 

have to be your own cheerleader and � rst love. I hope these 

poems hold you and help you feel seen. Oh, and your exis-

tence is necessary, you’re not asking for too much, and you 

deserve good things.



Spidey Sense
NORA SHALAWAY CARPENTER

Sometimes, in the mountains, the rain snuck up on the world and 
sliced through the bright, piercing sunlight. It lasted only a breath. 
Everything was surprised—the trees and the grass, even the sky, 
which couldn’t decide if it should stay light or give in to darkness.

Flor pushed up from her spot on the cli� side, not wanting to miss 
the brief shimmer of the world. It was the best thing about the rains, 
how the light changed just after. How, for a split second, everything 
gleamed brighter.

“What is it?” Jax asked from where he lay on his back beside her. 
Her best friend was still sort of dozing and hadn’t even bothered 
opening his eyes.

“Nothing, really,” she said. Or everything. She couldn’t be sure.
Flor inhaled the honeysuckle-tinged breeze, savoring the way 

it rippled against her clothes and hair, cooling her sun-soaked skin. 
� ere were birds singing, but their distinct trills and caws sounded 
more like one melody than many, a pleasing song that hooked into 
Flor and made her notice. Seven, she thought suddenly, though she 
didn’t know why that number came to her; they were all voicing 

Content Note: This story references obsessive-compulsive disorder.
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together and there was no way she could separate them out so quickly. 
But if someone had asked her in that moment how many birds were 
singing, she’d have staked her life on the number. It was as though she 
could feel the essence of each one, as if each one were connected to 
her by an invisible thread and all she had to do was count the lines.

� at was�.�.�. di� erent.
She rolled onto her stomach and crawled carefully to the edge 

of the cli� , looking down at the expansive forest below. � ere was 
always birdsong in the mountains, but usually it was background 
noise, nothing more. But not now. Now each song felt magni� ed. 
Now everything felt magni� ed.ng

Even as she thought it, the feeling blurred and dissipated.
Flor rubbed her forehead, wondering, as she often did, what sorts 

of thoughts regular people had. Why was she—and speci� cally her 
brain—so strange?

“Flor?” Jax’s eyes were open now, and he glanced at her sideways. 
“Hey.” He rolled over and grabbed her ankle. “Careful.”

She scooted back from the cli� ’s edge. “Do you believe there’s 
magic in the world?” she asked.

“What? Like, fairies and stu� ?”
“No. Like, I don’t know� .� .� . real magic?” Flor tried to put into 

words what she’d felt just now, with the rain and the shimmering. � e 
connection with the birds. Like something in the earth or the uni-
verse had opened for a moment and let her in. “Forces that we can’t 
explain? But they’re there, if we just know where to look.”

Jax’s dark eyebrows rose. “Whoa. � at question got real deep real 
fast.”

She side-eyed him with an air of feigned indignity. “You know,” 
she said, “for someone who loves superhero movies, all of which rely 
on some kind of magic and pretty high suspensions of disbelief, I’d 
think you wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the question.”

Jax tilted his head, studying her. “Wait, you serious, Florie?”
Flor gave a noncommittal shrug, smiling to herself. � e nickname 
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was a remnant of their childhood, and she would never let anyone 
else use it. But in Jax’s mouth, she didn’t mind it. More and more, in 
fact, she found herself not only not minding but actively liking it, and 
what would Jax think if he knew?

� e thought unsettled her, and Flor felt a familiar twitchiness 
building beneath her skin. Before she could stop herself, she bit the 
minuscule hairs below her knuckles. She yanked one out, then had to 
pull it from between her teeth.

Damn it.
Her prescription was supposed to help with stu�  like this, and 

usually it did. She stole a glance at Jax, but he was looking away, thank 
goodness, so at least he hadn’t seen. She still remembered the dis-
gusted “Ewww!” that Cynthia Tresbin had let out in seventh grade 
when she’d noticed Flor’s biting in the library. How Cynthia had actu-
ally moved seats when Flor pulled a tiny hair from her mouth.

“� ere’s this quote my chem teacher uses,” Jax said, bringing Flor 
back to the present. “Magic’s just science that we don’t understand.”

Flor turned the words around in her mind. � ere was so much in 
her own brain she didn’t understand, so much that, according to her 
doctor, science simply didn’t know yet about the way minds function 
and why. She curled her � ngers around the browning grass, � ecks 
of leftover rain moistening her palms. A foot ahead of them, where 
the grass gave way to the solid rock at the cli� ’s edge, Flor noticed a 
dandelion sprouting from a crack. She’d never understood why peo-
ple classi� ed them as weeds. � ey were beautiful, really. Brilliant and 
persistent in ways few � owers were.

“Dig’s playing the Orange Peel tomorrow night,” Jax said. 
“Opening for some small indie band. It’s a shitty time slot, especially 
on a Sunday, but tickets are cheap. You wanna go?”

Flor reached out and touched the tiny petals, and she swore, she 
swore, the breath of a heartbeat whispered against her � nger pads. 
Except that was impossible.
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Wasn’t it?
She pulled her hand back. “I would, but I’m babysitting the Meyer 

kids tomorrow.”
“� e twins? On the lower loop?”
“Uh-huh. Across from the park. � ey have a two-year-old, too. 

Zane.” Flor’s eyes strayed back to the dandelion, unsure if touching it 
again would make things better or worse. Had her brain just invented 
a pulse for a � ower?

Flor closed her eyes. She knew all too well that she couldn’t always 
trust her brain, that sometimes it sent thoughts disguised as truths: 
If you touch that, you’ll hurt someone. If you don’t keep � ipping the 
light switch, there might be a � re. If you don’t wash your hands one 
more time, you’ll spread a disease that will kill someone. If you pull 
out one more hair, just one, the anxiety slowly crushing you will disap-
pear forever.

Her eyes opened, hardening, because she could recognize the 
untruths now, ever since therapy and meds had given her back con-
trol of her own mind.

But the � ower—
She pressed her � ngers into the ground, away from her mouth, 

and sensations exploded along her nerves. Lines, reaching—so many 
lines! She heard them pulsing, connecting everything and linking 
it all to her. Images burst through her, sudden as � re� y � ickers and 
just as � eeting: the tributary below their neighborhood; the forest 
above it; the trails curving along the mountainside, all the way up 
to this cli� ; the river, far below them now and across the main road 
from their houses. All the places she and Jax had been adventuring 
together since they were ten years old.

“Do you want me to help?”
“What?” She blinked, trying to orient herself. Earth, cli� , Jax. 

Here. She sat up, shifty with energy, and pulled her knees to her chest.
“Tomorrow.” Jax swung his legs around to sit cross-legged beside 
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her. “I could meet you at the park, if you want. Help you entertain 
them.”

Flor’s thinking felt slow, half her neurons still trying to under-
stand what had just happened. What she had felt beneath the earth. 
“I thought you were going to Connor’s concert?” she said. “And I 
thought you didn’t like babysitting?”

Jax stared at her, one breath, then two. His eyes were the same 
shade as the forest, a startling mix of green and brown � ecks. “Yeah,” 
he said, then turned his gaze to the valley. “I guess. He’s worried about 
people not showing up.”

� e afternoon sun just brushed the treetops, thin clouds soften-
ing it to a rich ocher yellow, warm and kind and comforting. Jax’s 
color, Flor thought suddenly, if he had one. Her � ngers itched. Just 
one hair. One will calm you.

“You know,” Jax said, still looking out over the trees, “I can’t say 
that I believe magic exists. But I guess�.�.�. I also won’t say it doesn’t.”

Flor’s pulse quickened. He couldn’t have felt what she had, right? 
� at the world had opened brie� y and revealed a secret part of itself. 
Her hand strayed to her mouth. She balled it into a � st.

“We should go,” she said, standing. “It might rain more.” It 
wouldn’t, she could tell. But she was anxious now, and it was a good 
excuse to get home before the tic got worse and Jax saw.

“I thought you wanted to go to the river?”
“Maybe later.” She adjusted her thick black ponytail into a bun 

just to give her hands something to do.
“Hey, you okay?” Jax’s arm was out; she realized she was swaying. 

Something was pulling her, physically, � rst one way, then another. 
She felt like a compass needle, gently turning back and forth, unable 
to locate true north.

She forced herself to still, but resisting the pull made her head 
throb. A sharp tug to her left jerked her in that direction, and the 
headache dulled as soon as she took a step. She tested the reaction 
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several more times. Each time, the headache returned when she 
resisted the pull, then eased when she followed it.

Whatishappeningwhatishappeningwhatishappening?
“Actually,” Flor said, walking as steadily as she could, “maybe we 

will go to the riv—whoa.” She stumbled. “Or maybe�.�.�. just hike a bit.”
Jax watched her. “If you’re sure you’re feeling up to it.”
She nodded, because there was no question. She had to see where 

it would take her.
 � e pull led them down a deer trail, then back the way they’d 

come and into a grove of rhododendron.
“Um, weren’t we just here?” Jax asked.
Flor stopped, but the headache returned immediately, so she kept 

going. “I just changed my mind,” she said. “Come on.”
Sometimes the pull jerked her so violently that she tripped. After 

her third stumble, Jax caught her elbow.
“Seriously, you’re worrying me a little.” He was so close, holding 

on to her even after she was steady. “Maybe we should head back.”
Flor focused on the tiny freckles dusting his brown cheekbones, 

because if she met his eyes, she’d leak the truth and sound like she 
was losing it. She inhaled a sweet scent, like the cinnamon applesauce 
his mom made. Jax must have eaten some for breakfast.

“Flor?”
“I’m okay, really.” And it was true, sort of. More than true even. 

With every step, her senses bloomed more, and she didn’t think she’d 
ever understood what it meant to taste or smell or touch until this 
second, when the world was realigning itself. It was impossible, but 
just like with the dandelion, she swore she could hear the soft patter 
of Jax’s heart.

� en the pull jerked her again, and she shu�  ed away from him. 
“Come on,” she said.

Uncertainty radiated o�  him, but he followed her deeper and 
deeper into the forest. � e more they walked, the sharper the pull 
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became, and Flor had the distinct impression that their destination 
was close. Like with the birds earlier, she felt joined to whatever 
waited for them at the end. At one point she held up her hand, as if 
an invisible thread might exist there, but of course there was only air. 
She brought her knuckles to her teeth. Forced them down.

“Where are we going, exactly?” Jax asked � nally, his cross- trainers 
snapping a twig. “I don’t recognize where we are anymore.”

Flor pushed aside a tangle of wild grapevines. “� ere’s something 
over there, I think. I want to see.”

“But how—” Before he could � nish, they heard thrashing in the 
nearby brush. Flor surged ahead, forcing her way through a patch of 
thorns, because something was wrong, wrong, wrong. She felt it deep 
in her marrow. Jax followed, cursing as briars snagged his shorts and 
hair.

� ey emerged in time to see the � nal � ailing of a gray fox. Flor 
darted toward it, but the link between them had snapped, and she 
knew it was too late.

“Shit,” Jax said. “Do you think�.�.�. rabies?”
Flor shook her head, squatting to investigate the re� ective slivers 

she’d noticed on the ground. “Plastic.” She pointed. Close to the fox’s 
still head were larger slivers, one containing a white blob. “A cheese 
stick or something like that.” She swallowed the sorrow threatening 
to close her throat. “It choked, I think. If we’d just been a couple min-
utes earlier�.�.�.”

“It wouldn’t have let us get close,” Jax said. “How would we have 
helped?”

Flor knew the answer: they could have picked up the trash and 
stopped the fox from eating the plastic in the � rst place. And they 
would have, too, if the pull hadn’t led her in circles so many times.

� e urge to bite the tiny hairs near her knuckles was so strong 
that she curled her nails into her palms, jabbing the soft pads of her 
skin for distraction.

� e pull was real .
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It had led her to an animal that needed help. Only it hadn’t worked 
right, or she’d messed up and not understood, and those missteps, 
those pulls in the wrong direction, had cost her the ability to help.

� at was not normal. � at was very much not normal.
“Let’s go home,” she whispered.
Jax looked around. “I’m not sure which way home is. Are you?”
She wasn’t, Flor realized, and shook her head.
“Okay,” Jax said. “I’ll pull up Maps.”
Service was slow in the woods, so while they waited, Flor did a 

test, because why the hell not? She turned, pretending to examine the 
bark of a large oak, and closed her eyes, imagining her beige-sided 
house. She drew it in as much detail as she could—the small peren-
nial garden of native plants out front, the stone porch, the vines along 
the side that needed cutting. � en she remembered the feeling of the 
pull that had guided her here, the hook of it inside her gut.

She breathed out deeply, sending all her rational doubts away, 
and whispered, “Where?”

One second passed. Two.
Nothing happened.
Flor snuck a peek at Jax, but he was still focused on his phone, 

waiting for the app to load.
She rested her forehead against the trunk. She was so damn tired 

of things happening to her mind. If she’d somehow gained magical 
connection powers, she should at least be able to control them.

� e rough bark felt good against her skin, so she pressed harder 
and was suddenly � ooded with impressions: A black bear, no, two, 
small ones, scampering up the tree. A buck sharpening his antlers. 
Squirrels running the length of the trunk, climbing in spiral patterns.

Flor staggered back. � e impressions were so visceral, she’d heard 
the pattering of the squirrels’ paws and tiny pieces of bark breaking 
o�  as the buck scraped against them. She’d felt the bear cubs’ breath 
and their rambunctious, playful energy.

What the actual hell was happening?
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“Finally,” Jax muttered. “It’s locating now.”
Flor had the � eeting thought that she was losing her mind, but she 

knew that wasn’t true. She’d been feeling great since starting therapy. 
More con� dent. More in control. More�.�.�. her. She pressed her palm 
into the bark and the sensations returned, exactly as before. � is time 
she smiled. Because yeah, it was strange as shit what was happening, 
but she’d be a liar if she denied that it was also kind of thrilling.

Whatever was going on, it felt right somehow. Like a puzzle piece ght somehow. Like a puzzle piece 
in her brain that had been slightly askew her whole life had � nally 
clicked, deliciously, into place.

She’d always known she could feel energy, that it clung to and 
soaked into her in ways it didn’t with most people. Her therapist had 
said that was just part of being an empath. But this� .� .� . this wasn’t 
anywhere close to that kind of energy reading. � is was in a whole 
di� erent universe.

Flor imagined her senses reaching out, trying to connect to what-
ever had pulled her in earlier and tethered her to the fox. Because if 
it could lead her places, why couldn’t she control and initiate it? Why 
couldn’t she use it to � nd her home?

And then a thought struck. A fox was a living, breathing creature. 
� is time when she closed her eyes, she imagined her family terrier, 
Salt. “Where?” she whispered.

Almost immediately, Flor felt spun and � rmly rooted simultane-
ously. For a horrible moment she wondered if she was going to be 
torn apart. But then a surer tug jerked behind her navel, swaying her 
to the left, and her eyes opened as her hand came up to point.

“� at way,” she and Jax said together. His � nger pointed the same 
direction.

“How�.� .� .” His forehead crinkled. “Can you see my phone from 
there?”

Holy. Shit.
Flor forced herself to speak. “A guess.”
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“A pretty spot-on guess.”
Her heart beat � ercely, anxiety spring-loaded beneath her bones, 

a small trigger away from exploding.
“Flor?” Jax took a step toward her, his mouth quirking just the 

tiniest bit at the edge. “Is something�.�.�. I mean�.�.�.” He rubbed the 
back of his neck. “Today’s been a little weird, right?”

It was such an understatement that Flor wanted to laugh, except 
she wasn’t feeling so well anymore. Today was absurd. And magic was 
real. She popped two of her knuckles, desperate to bite their hairs, 
but she’d turn to stone before she let Jax see that. “Just a little,” she 
said. “Let’s go.”

By the time Flor arrived at her house, she felt like a blister rubbed 
raw. � e lights shone too bright, the usual pleasant temperature of 
her home too cold. Maybe she’d used too much of the magic for too 
long, or maybe she just wasn’t used to it. Either way, it wasn’t a lie 
when she told her parents she needed to rest. She added two quilts 
onto her weighted blanket, creating a heavy cocoon that anchored 
her � rmly to the mattress.

It was such a relief, the pressure, because she felt unmoored. � e 
blankets held her, reminding her she was in a body, that she was there, 
and not just a spinning ball of energy.

Just a little rest, she thought. st, she thought. st I only need a little rest and then I’ll 
� gure things out. But a little rest bled into hours, and when she woke 
early the next morning, she had a vague memory of her mom bring-
ing her a grilled cheese. She turned and found it, half-eaten, next to 
her water bottle on the nightstand.

She sat up. � e extra sleep had de� nitely helped her recover from 
yesterday’s�.�.�. whatever it was. Her mind leapt back to the woods, to 
the pull and her own use of it. Today, though, it didn’t trigger anxiety 
or compulsions. Today all she felt was exhilaration.

Flor swallowed her prescription pill from the bottle on the 
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nightstand, her morning routine, before remembering to take an 
additional half pill. Last week she’d started a new dose, the one she 
and her doc had agreed made the most sense when she had to switch 
from the old meds that gave her heartburn.

She dressed quickly, eager to check if the power was still there. 
She closed her eyes and pictured her father. � is time she thought the 
word. Where?

Unlike the disorienting swirl yesterday, there was no spinning at 
all. Instead, it felt like something shot out of her, an invisible thread 
she could track by feeling alone. She followed it out of her room and 
down the stairs to the kitchen, where her dad busied himself prepar-
ing blueberry pancakes.

“Not quite ready, kiddo,” he said, � ipping a sizzling oval of batter. 
“You feeling better? Mom said you passed right out.”

Flor stared at him, thoughts racing. “Yeah. Overtired, I guess.”
Dad nodded. “Pancakes will be done in a few.”
She rushed back upstairs. It had worked. Or had it? She paced 

the small space between her bedroom door and closet, her � ngers 
tapping her cheeks lightly as she ran things through her mind. � at 
test wasn’t exactly conclusive; her subconscious knew where her dad 
would most likely be on a Sunday morning. Same for her mom, who’d 
still be sleeping. Salt would be on the couch. And she supposed yes-
terday could really have been a lucky guess. She walked the length of 
the room again.

I can’t say that I believe magic exists, Jax had said. But I also won’t 
say it doesn’t.

She grabbed her phone. � ree texts waited for her, all sent in the 
space of two hours last night and all from Jax.

J: Feeling better?

J: Are you okay?

J: Text me.

Her thumbs hovered over the keyboard, something inside her 
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twisting at how thoughtful seven little words could be. She typed a 
quick I’m good . � en added, u up?

Sunday was the only day Jax didn’t get up at 5:00 a.m. to swim at 
the Y, but that meant that even 7:30 was sleeping in for him. After a 
few seconds, her phone pinged.

J: Yeah just showered. What’s up?

Flor’s brain brie� y short-circuited, but she pushed away the image 
of Jax showering and pressed his number.

“You’re alive.” His voice was smiling but also relieved.
“Sorry. I fell asleep. Listen, I need to talk to you. But � rst, can you 

do something for me?”
“What is it? Are you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m okay. Listen, this is gonna sound strange, but yester-

day, when I knew the way home? It wasn’t a guess. And I think�.�.�. I 
think I should show you something. So can you just, like, hide some-
where in the neighborhood? Somewhere I’d never think to look. And 
then I’ll � nd you, okay?” She glanced at her wall clock. “Would twenty 
minutes give you enough time? I’ll � nd you at seven � fty-� ve.”

� ere was a long pause.
“Jax? Hello? I know this sounds weird�.�.�.”
“It does sound weird, Flor. Really weird.”
“Yeah, well, will you do it?”
“I mean�.�.�. you’re asking me to play hide-and-seek with you?”
“No! Well, I guess. Sort of. Jax, come on. Please. I need your help.”
� at last part got him. She knew it would.
“How do I know you won’t just track my phone?”
“Leave your phone at home.”
“What if you don’t � nd me?”
“I’ll � nd you.”
“Ooh.” His tone lightened. “� at sounds very dramatic. If you 

come after me with some kind of dog�.�.�.”
“Jax! Stop it. � is is serious. It will just be me. But I guess if I don’t 
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show by � ve past eight, then meet me back at my house, all right?”
He sighed. “If you’re pranking me, I’m gonna be seriously pissed.”
“Jax!”
“Fine. See you at � ve past eight.”
“Seven � fty-� ve! I’m � nding you, remember?”
“Uh-huh. We’ll see.” 

Flor found Jax in the community park storage shed at exactly 7:56.
“What the hell?” he said when he opened the shed’s door to her 

knock. “How could you possibly know I’d be here? I had to go borrow 
the key from Mrs. Gold!”

“Told you,” Flor said.
“You cheated, didn’t you? You followed me.”
“I didn’t!”
His eyes narrowed, then he burst out of the shed at a run. “Find 

me again!” he called over his shoulder. And then he was gone, his long 
legs already carrying him around the bend at the edge of the park.

“Honestly,” Flor muttered. But if he needed another go to believe 
her, she didn’t mind. She worried that it might take too much out of 
her, like yesterday, but so far she didn’t feel fatigued at all.

She hopped onto one of the playground swings, giving Jax a little 
extra time. Across the road, the seven-year-old Meyer twins and their 
adorable chipmunk-cheeked baby brother were intermittently chalk-
ing designs on their driveway and sprinting through their neighbor’s 
yard for no discernable reason. � ey waved as soon as they saw her, 
giggling and shouting her name. She waved back before closing her 
eyes and focusing on Jax.

Five minutes later she found herself nearing his home, several 
houses down from her own. “Are you kidding me, Jax?” she muttered. 
“Your own house?” But the tugging led her away from the front door 
and around the side. She paused, checking the pull, but it was de� -
nitely leading to the three-foot-high crawl space near the back fence. 
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She dropped to her knees and knocked on the small door. “Jax? You 
can come out of the crawl space now.”

� ere was mu�  ed movement and a sound that Flor was pretty 
sure was Jax banging his head.

“Wow.” Flor smirked as he opened the door and crawled out onto 
the lawn beside her. “You look�.�.�. fantastic.”

He pulled a stringy cobweb o�  his arm, eyes wide. “I know you 
couldn’t have caught up with me. How did you do that?”

“Believe me yet?” she asked.
“You swear you’re not doing anything? No secret tricks?”
“I swear.”
“Shit,” he whispered. “How, though?”
Flor sat back on her heels. “I’m worried you won’t believe me.”
Jax’s eyebrows lifted. “We’re talking about some kind of supernat-

ural power you suddenly possess, so I think we should maybe widen 
our limits of what we believe in right now. Try me.”

So she did.
“Wow,” Jax said when Flor � nished. “� at’s�.�.�. wow.” He spread 

his legs out in front of him, his shin accidentally brushing Flor’s knee. 
“Why yesterday, though? Like, what caused this�.�.�. power�.�.�. to start 
yesterday instead of today? Or tomorrow? And you said it’s working 
perfectly today, but yesterday it was sending you in circles and stu� .”

Flor shook her head slowly, dragging her focus away from the 
fractional space where her skin touched his. “Maybe I was just get-
ting used to it,” she said. “Unless�.�.�.” Her brain snagged on the blurred 
edge of an idea.

“Unless?” Jax prompted.
It was her serotonin levels. It had to be. But Jax didn’t know�.�.�.
“What is it?” Jax scooted toward her, like he could read her mind. 

“What aren’t you telling me?” He was so close to her. She smelled the 
musty scent of the crawl space mixed with the tanginess of his freshly 
shampooed hair.
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Jax bumped his shoulder against hers, and she found herself lean-
ing into him, bumping back. “Okay,” she said, and sat straighter. “But 
� rst you have to know�.�.�.”

What if her words changed everything? What if he looked at 
her the way Cynthia Tresbin had and their friendship dissolved? She 
exhaled a deep, determined breath.

“So I have OCD.” She waited for him to grimace or ask what that 
meant exactly, but Jax only nodded.

“Yeah, I know.”
It took Flor several seconds to � nd her voice. “What do you mean 

you know? How could you know?”
“Well, I didn’t o�  cially  know.” Jax shrugged. “But I kinda thought 

so. My cousin has mild OCD, so I notice it in other people.” He nod-
ded toward her hands. “Like, you have some tics and stu�  when you 
get stressed.”

Flor fought a tremendous urge to bite her knuckles. � is was the 
stu�  of nightmares.

“You’re telling me that you’ve seen�.�.�.” She couldn’t quite spell it 
out. “My hands�.�.�.”

“� at you bite them when you’re nervous? Yeah.”
Flor groaned.
“It’s not that bad.”
“Not that bad! Jax, I don’t just bite my hands. I bite the hairs on 

them. I yank them out with my teeth. It’s freakin’ gross! People have 
told me.”

Jax frowned. “Maybe. But I mean, I’m in a guys’ locker room every 
day. I’ve seen grosser.”

“Ugh.” Flor dropped her head to her knees. She’d thought she’d 
done such a good job of hiding it.

Her heart ached, literally—there were actual pains. But then�.�.�. 
Jax had known the whole time and it hadn’t bothered him at all. He’d 
never even brought it up.
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She fought the urge to throw her arms around him. She should 
have trusted him. She should have known he wasn’t a bit like Cynthia 
Tresbin.

Flor met Jax’s kind eyes, the ones she realized were always watch-
ing out for her. � e ones that, sometime between when they were ten 
and now, had turned kind of beautiful.

As she stared at him, another realization clicked into place.
“I started a new OCD medication!”
Jax nodded. “Okay.”
“No, listen. Last week was my � rst time at the higher dose, and 

it usually takes a week for my body to feel the adjustment in sero-
tonin levels. I think the powers started because my serotonin levels 
are optimized now!”

“Wait. So that means�.�.�.” Jax’s eyes brightened as he understood. 
“You have this power because of your brain chemistry?”

“It makes sense! It even � ts with why the pull didn’t work as well 
yesterday. My body hadn’t fully acclimated to the new dose.”

“So you’re � nally on the right dosage of the right medicine for 
you.” Jax shook his head. “Wow. My cousin said he felt like a new per-
son when he got on medicine, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t have a 
latent superpower.”

“It’s not a superpower,” Flor said. “It’s just, you know�.�.�.”erer
“What? A regular power? Magic? Because that’s what a super-

power is, technically.”
“Or it’s science,” Flor said. “It has to be some kind of science, 

right?”
“Just science we don’t understand yet?”
“Exactly.”
“So, magic.”
Flor rolled her eyes before closing them. � ere was so much 

energy, everywhere, and she suspected that with some practice, she 
could open herself to all of it. She reached out with her senses—she 
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was already getting better at controlling them—and new vibrations, 
soft and rippling, pulsed into her consciousness. Plants. � ere: a 
tree two houses over, its huge roots entwining eighteen feet under-
ground. � ere: two streets up from them, a whole garden of � owers 
and shrubs, each with its own unique � icker. � e grass beneath her, 
buried bulbs, weeds—all of them she could separate out and feel if 
she wanted to, and the way they connected. � e way they connected 
to her.

She had felt a pulse in the dandelion.had
She opened her eyes, slowly letting her senses dull back to nor-

mal. It was a lot to take in, but she knew she was barely scratching the 
surface of what might be possible. “Okay,” she said, eyes sliding to Jax. 
“Maybe magic.”

He was watching her, staring at her the way she sometimes stared 
at the sky after the rains.

“You were using it just now, weren’t you?” he asked.
She nodded.
“What’s it like?”
“I guess�.�.�. it’s like I’m expanding. Like I can feel the heartbeat of 

everything around me, even plants and stu� .”
Jax straightened. “Could you feel my heartbeat? From there?”
Flor felt her face � ush. “I mean, probably. If I concentrated.”
“Try,” he said.
She gave him a questioning look before closing her eyes and hom-

ing in on him. It took a few moments since she was nervous, but then 
she had it. She tapped its rhythm against her knee, a quick da-dah, 
da-dah, da-dah.

“Shit,” Jax said.
Flor opened her eyes. “Is that it?”
“Keep tapping.” Jax’s � ngers were on the pulse point of his neck. 

He reached out and took the wrist of Flor’s nontapping hand and 
placed her � ngers on the other side of his neck. She felt the soft beat 
there, pulsing in perfect time to her own rhythm.
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“� is is amazing, Flor,” he said. “And maybe just a tiny bit scary.”
Flor barely breathed as she took in how close they were, his hand 

on her wrist, her � ngers on his neck, her knees on either side of his 
leg so she could reach him. Jax’s eyes strayed to her mouth.

And then something jerked her, tugged at her gut so sharply it 
made her gasp.

“Is it happening?” Jax asked. “You feel something?”
“Yes. Something’s wrong.” She jumped up. “Really wrong.”
“What can I do?” he said, but Flor was already running.
� e pull was furious, twice as hard as the fox’s had been, and Flor 

felt a pulse � ickering, trying to keep steady. “Shit,” she breathed, and 
pushed herself harder. She ran down the bottom loop of the neigh-
borhood and past the park, then vaulted over the wooden fence that 
separated the houses from a small tributary, which ran parallel to the 
main road and disappeared underneath it before spilling into the river 
on the other side. It was wooded down here, too. � e neighborhood 
kids would often come to catch salamanders or look for craw� sh. 
Sometimes she took the Meyers—

Oh no. Oh no, no, no.
� e pull intensi� ed, and Flor knew it wasn’t an animal this time. 

She crashed through a patch of brush, following the laser-straight 
thread in her mind. She was close, so close now. She jumped a fallen 
tree and landed right on the bank. At � rst she didn’t see anything. 
� en the pull tugged her down, and she saw a small head bobbing, a 
hand splashing frantically at the water’s surface.

“Zane!” she screamed, and barreled into the water. Most of the 
tributary was shallow, but Zane was so little, and his foot had lodged 
between the rocks. Flor heaved him free just as Jax met them on the 
bank.

“It’s okay, Zane,” Flor said, holding him tight against her chest. 
“You’re okay now. You’re okay.”

Water streamed out of Zane’s mouth in coughs and gags, � nally 
giving him enough air to cry. “It’s okay,” Flor repeated. “You’re safe 
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now, you’re safe.” She bounced him gently and he wrapped his small 
arms tight around her neck, sobbing. “Let’s take you home.”

Flor slipped away from Zane’s parents, whom they’d found frantically 
searching the park, as soon as possible. Zane’s mom had burst into 
tears when Jax explained where Flor had found Zane, and she kept 
squeezing Flor and thanking her. Flor wasn’t as light-headed as the 
day before, but she still couldn’t handle the commotion. Plus, she was 
desperately hungry. Which was how, � fteen minutes later, she and Jax 
ended up on the bench swing beneath her back deck, eating leftover 
blueberry pancakes like nothing signi� cant had happened.

“You okay?” Jax asked after Flor had devoured her third pancake 
without a word. He gently rocked the swing with one foot, his other 
leg curled underneath him.

“Yeah,” she said. “� at was just�.�.�.”
“Intense?”
She nodded.
“Tell me about it.” He paused before adding, “You have your own 

spidey sense, Flor. It’s amazing. You’re basically Spider-Man.”
She laughed, grateful for Jax for the millionth time that day. “If 

I’m Spider-Man,” she teased, “what does that make you? Mary Jane?”
Jax’s smile vanished, the easy energy between them suddenly taut 

and tense, and Flor realized immediately she’d made a mistake. Both 
of them knew exactly what MJ was to Spider-Man: everything.

“I didn’t mean—” she tried, but Jax shook his head, morti� cation 
plain on his face, and the words died on her tongue. He put both feet 
solidly on the ground, stopping the swing. Any moment he was going 
to leave, explain that she was a great person but he didn’t feel that 
way about her, that they could still be friends although of course their 
friendship would never be the same and why couldn’t her power have 
been to rewind time?

“Actually,” Jax said slowly, “in that analogy, I think I might be 
Spider-Man.”
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Flor’s brain ran rapid-� re through all the possible meanings of his 
statement. “What do you mean?”

Jax worked his jaw. “Spider-Man is the one too afraid to tell MJ 
what she means to him.” He glanced sidelong at her. “At least at � rst.”

She wasn’t even trying to sense Jax’s heartbeat when it came 
to her, pounding � erce and fast and perfect. She reached out and 
touched the soft spot beneath his jaw. He let her, watching her every 
movement.

“In this scenario,” she said quietly, “I’m okay being MJ.”
Jax’s pulse intensi� ed, and he turned his cheek toward her hand, 

the edge of his lips catching her � ngertip.
“Can I kiss you?” he asked. “I’ve wanted to kiss you for, like, two 

years.”
Flor wished he could feel the joy explode out of her, the way she 

felt their energy entwining, tangling, and strengthening into some-
thing bigger than both of them.

She’d just have to show him. Her hand slipped behind his neck, 
and she brought his beautiful mouth to hers.

A Note from Nora Shalaway Carpenter
*********************

The use of medicine to assist with mental health struggles is a 

personal decision for everyone. For me, combining medicine 

with cognitive behavioral therapy quite literally saved my life. 

At one point in time, the combination of trauma, undiagnosed 

PTSD, and severe OCD rendered me almost nonfunctional, 

and I thought—no, I was certain —that I would never resurface 

from the whirlpool of despair in which I found myself drown-

ing. For months I resisted medicine. Then I became pregnant. 
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Despite the assurances of several doctors that the prescription 

and dose of medication o� ered me the safest and best path 

forward for both me and my son, I couldn’t stand the thought 

of potentially endangering my baby because I wasn’t “strong” 

enough to endure what was happening to me. Finally, I real-

ized I couldn’t go on as things were, and I started medica-

tion. I wrote “Spidey Sense” to re� ect the euphoric sensation 

of � nding the correct dose of the correct medicine. I had my 

life back, my self  back, and that was magic in itself. For infor-

mation on OCD, visit the Resources section at the end of this 

book.



  Nothing Feels No Pain
SONIA PATEL

My name is Vijali Shah-Nielsen and I hate the sun, which sucks since 
I live in Hawai’i. If only I had the luxury of being a teenage vampire 
dormant in her co�  n until nightfall, then things would be easier. But 
it’s all good. � is half-Indian, half-white girl with short henna-red 
matted hair, which everyone calls locs but are actually ja	ì�, has forged 
another existence as a reggae cave dweller. � e reggae: the thick and 
heavy Bob Marley bass lines me and my Fender J create. � e cave: my 
dimly lit room.

� ere are only two reasons I choose to emerge from the ref-
uge of my cave. First, to chill with my girlfriend, Nari. Second, for 
the band. Over the summer, a bunch of Polynesian guys, all recent 
grads from my high school, asked me to join their Bob Marley cover 
band. I couldn’t say yes fast enough—not to the big brown brothers 
who promised to “hold it down for their lil sistah” but to the only 
man I really trust, Bob, even though he’s dead. His brilliant lyrics of 
peace, love, and freedom shine down onto my tortured soul like safe 
sunbeams. I feel bad for the band’s previous bass player, who “went 
schizo” after vaping some potent THC oil, punched his neighbor, and 
got locked up in OCCC. I get that he assaulted someone, but since 

Content Note: This story references cutting 
and post-traumatic stress disorder.
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when is going mental a crime? Shouldn’t the cops have taken him to 
Kekela, the adult psych ward, instead of prison? But what do I know?

Anyway, every other time I emerge from my cave it’s because I 
have to. Like for school. Or to run boring errands for my mom. Or, the 
worst, to meet one of her new boyfriends. Obviously those horndogs 
are only after one thing from my Indian immigrant mom, who pre-
sents herself to the online dating community not with mythical model 
minority ostentation but rather with the username KamaSutraQueen 
atop a seductive pro� le photo.

I’m not supposed to know about Mom’s online man hunting. But 
then she shouldn’t leave her phone to charge overnight in the kitchen. 
I mean, come on, she knows I’ve got a chronic case of late-night 
munchies, and it’s not because I’m stoned. So obviously I’ll have � rst 
eyes on the wee-hour meetup noti� cations blowing up her screen like 
illegal New Year’s Eve � reworks—

Hold up. Speaking of Mom and the phone, she just texted me.
Mom: Lunch with us. 12. Waikele food trucks.

I groan at us. No doubt us is Mom and a new boyfriend.
Fuck.
For the millionth time, I wonder why Mom insists on me meeting 

her new boy toys. Even though she talks more to them than she talks 
to me, it’s not as if they’re ever around that long. And the thought of 
having lunch with one of them feels about as logical as a sheep pur-
posefully straying from the � ock to hang out with a ravenous wolf.

I’m not a sheep. But I’m also not a bastard who’ll � ake out on 
Mom.

� e one time I didn’t show up to meet the him-of-the-month, 
because Nari and I had missed the bus home from town, Mom gave 
me an earful later. I don’t ask for much, Vij. After all I’ve done for you, 
why do you break my heart like this?

My Indian mom’s guilt trip isn’t about me becoming a doctor or 
engineer or marrying a suitable Indian boy and having perfect babies; 
it’s to parade around for her latest simp like a circus act.
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Pissed o� , I stu�  my tank-topped self into a hoodie, grab my back-
pack, then emerge. Take the bus to Waikele, the open-air premium 
outlet shopper’s paradise. Arrive at noon.

As I stand on the curb behind Saks O�  5th, the sun pelts me with 
rays like hot hail. � e healed cuts on my arms sizzle under my long 
sleeves. My shadow seems to melt into an oily stain on the burning 
asphalt.

Some might say today’s sun is a perfect yolk in the ultramarine 
O‘ahu sky. I say it’s the � aming Eye of Sauron. And the parking lot 
leading to the food trucks might as well be the � ery Mount Doom.

Hands in my pockets, I schlep toward Mom and the bald white 
guy who’s cupping her ass.

Gross.
My scars tingle in a not-good way. I wish I were back in the lovely 

dark of my cave.
I force myself to keep going. Heat rises from the blacktop. It’s hot. 

So hot. � e sun morphs into an anaconda, and its golden body slith-
ers down from its sky lair to coil around me. Squeezing, it whispers, 
� ere’s no escape.

Sweat runs down my back. “Crazy Baldhead” blares from my 
AirPods. It gets itchy under my ja	ì�. My � ngers wiggle and stretch, 
jonesing to fall behind the beat on some � atwound strings.

When I’m � nally standing in front of them, Mom asks, “Where’s 
your other half?” She speaks in English with an Indian accent as if I 
don’t understand Gujarati. All for Baldie’s sake.

I double tap my AirPods to pause Bob. “She’s not mine or a half,” I 
say, moving a little to the right so that a telephone pole blocks out the 
harsh sun. � e shade emboldens me. I cross my arms, making sure 
my long sleeves don’t pull away from my wrists, then add, “You’re the 
one with other halves.”

Facts.
I’m pretty sure that Mom’s revolving door of other halves com-

menced twelve years ago, when a judge approved the permanent 
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restraining order on Dad “for being a danger to his child.” I found the 
paperwork one night a few years ago.

How was Dad a danger to me? Paperwork in hand, I asked Mom. 
“Neglect” was all she said, and still says.

Sometimes I stare at Dad’s photo, the only one I have of him, 
which I keep tucked away in my bass guitar bag. Can’t look at his face 
for too long, though, because otherwise it feels like his lapis eyes are 
Bunsen burners on full blast, scorching me.

Back in the parking lot, Mom puts her hands up. “Well, excuse 
me.” She tucks her long wavy hair behind her ears. She elbows Baldie 
as she leans into him. “Nari is my daughter’s � rst girlfriend,” she loud-
whispers, moving her eyebrows up and down.

Baldie chuckles.
I frown.
I don’t appreciate when Mom talks about Nari, or anything else 

about me, to these guys.
I slip my hand under my long sleeve and move my � ngertips over 

a keloid left to right as if I’m reading braille, a memory etched in skin. 
� is raised scar is from six months ago, when I cut a little too deep. 
Had to after Nari’s two-timing Instagram story. � ere for everyone to 
see was Nari kissing Kimi at Makaha.

I had DM’d Nari right away.
Me: Why?

N: It’s not a big deal.

Me: It’s cuz I won’t go to the beach, right?

Nari didn’t respond until the next day. And it wasn’t with an 
answer—it was with an invite to get boba.

But in the witching hours before boba, it felt like I was on the 
banks of the Ganges being forced to throw myself onto a burn-
ing funeral pyre. I didn’t want to burn to death in a lesbian sati, so 
I stood under the air conditioner. But the adrenaline kept pumping 
through my veins. � e pressure kept building. Something had to give 
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or I’d explode like Mom’s pressure cooker � inging lentils and veggies 
everywhere.

� at was when a sliver of the remaining virgin skin on my arm 
prickled with crazed bloodlust, not for the sake of being murdered or 
maimed but for the guarantee of calm and relief�.�.�.

Mom clears her throat. “Vijali, I’d like you to meet Jake,” she says.
It takes everything in me not to arch my back, hiss, and claw at 

him when he smiles and thrusts out a hand.
� e sneaky sun shifts and � nds me.
I fan my hoodie with one hand and force my other hand up for 

the obligatory shake.
“Nice to meet you, Vij,” Jake says. His moist, � eshy palm squishes 

against mine.
I yank my hand away, staring at him. Only Mom and Nari are 

allowed to call me Vij. “It’s Vijali,” I say, leaving out until you prove 
yourself, which you never will because Mom will replace you by next 
week.

Jake’s smile vanishes.
Mom touches his arm and says, “Vijali means electricity in 

Gujarati, and aakash vijali means sky electricity or lightning. She’s 
proud of her name.”

I exhale a frustrated breath.
� e sun burrows into my gut and begins reverse-melting me. 

I don’t want to go out like that—a pool of sludge—in front of this 
unworthy dude. So I take cover behind the near future I invent that 
instant—skip lunch with these fools and meet up with Nari instead.

Beautiful Nari.
Ever since boba, we’ve been good. She didn’t exactly apologize—I 

just let it go. I didn’t want to � ght. I didn’t want to lose her.
� e � rst time I saw Nari was at Kawaii Kon in the spring as she 

was being awarded � rst place in the cosplay contest. � e shape- 
shifting headhunter in barely-there metallic armor stepped o�  the 
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stage, grabbed my hand, and together we began trying to slay our 
demons. Turns out we both had dad demons. Hers: the spawn of her 
slick, cheater dad. Mine: the ghost of a vanished dad.

Nari’s full name, Kaminari, means thunder in Japanese�.�.�.
“Vijali it is,” Jake mutters, his expression smug.
I smile to myself, picturing aakash vijali forking down to smite 

him, and then a couple of seconds later, kaminari cracking up in 
delight.

Jake unfolds the glossy Godiva paper bag he’s holding. He plucks 
out a gigantic chocolate-covered strawberry. “Want one, Prem?” he 
asks Mom, but he’s squinting at me. � e right corner of his mouth 
lifts to gloat.

I remain una� ected. So what if Mom lets you chop her magni� cent 
Indian name that means “full of love”? Wait and see—Premila’s full 
love will always elude you, the way it eludes everyone.

Mom’s shaking her head. “I told you already in the store, Jake,” she 
says.

“What?” he asks.
“Nothing with added sugar,” she says.
I smirk at Jake. Not so easy, is it, dating an addict whose sobriety 

also includes the sweet white stu�  that makes food fun?
Jake shrugs. “Suit yourself,” he says. He o� ers the decadent treat 

to me.
I don’t want to want it, but there’s something about a strawberry 

almost the size of half a human heart that’s irresistible. “� anks,” I say, 
accepting it.

I bite into it. � ere’s an initial crunch followed by a burst of juicy 
sweetness in my mouth.

While Mom and Jake debate over lunch options—pancit, tacos, 
or laulau—I slowly chew on the luscious strawberry. How can it pos-
sibly taste this perfect?

Something stirs inside me.
Strawberry sweet turns sour.
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My hand drifts to my throat, which suddenly feels swollen. I 
don’t eat strawberries often, but I’m not allergic to them. Why is this 
happening?

� en my chest tightens—beyond that of the binder I’m wearing.
Can’t get enough air.
Am I dying?
I don’t want to die.
Why aren’t Mom and Jake noticing my desperate attempts to gulp 

air?
I blink.
Everything goes back to normal. My breath slides in and out.
But I spit out the mouthful of mashed-up strawberry, totally 

freaked.
“I gotta go,” I say, tossing the rest of the poisonous treat into a 

nearby trash can. I pivot on my heels before Mom and Jake can react, 
my thumbs already pounding out a text to Nari: Can you meet?

� e bus is a jumbo cradle and the wheels bumping over Kamehameha 
Highway gently rock me. AirPods in my ears, Bob Marley croons one 
of his � nal gifts to the world before he died—“Redemption Song.”

A soft breath frees itself from between my cracked lips.
I’m okay. I can get myself to okay all by myself.
I stare out the window at the trees and houses that sail by. At the 

passing shops and restaurants and people�.�.�.
All the people.
But I don’t need people.
I don’t need anyone, I shouldn’t need anyone, though sometimes 

I don’t want to be alone. Sometimes being alone is scary. Even physi-
cally painful. It’s a burning pain, like someone has poured kerosene 
on my nerves, then tossed a lighter�.�.�.

I look at my empty hands—they begin aching, this time not with 
the desire to play bass but with an urgent longing to be held.

Lucky for me, Nari will be holding my hands soon.
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Bob keeps prophesying.
I reach into my backpack, bring out my sketchbook. � e tattered 

cover between my � ngers is a balm. � e spine makes a sound like a 
bone being broken when I open to the � rst page—Nari drawn in thin 
black lines and curves, shadows and light. Her merciless eyes take me 
in and don’t let go.

I turn the page. Jerky strokes of our shady picnic at Kapi‘olani 
Park. My own matted hair, dangling like the hanging banyan roots 
behind us, covers my face. Nari’s looking at me, her expression delib-
erate. I still see you.

My eyes shift to the adjacent page. � ick outlines in the shape of 
O‘ahu and Kaua‘i on the canvas of Nari’s décolletage—the hickeys I 
gave her the � rst time we made out.

� at afternoon, the mellow groove of “Sun Is Shining” � oated out 
of my Bluetooth speaker while Nari and I stirred it up in the shade of 
a lush tree.

Only when the awful sun sent its ray piercing through the 
branches did I unsuction my mouth from Nari and look. “Oh, shit, 
sorry,” I said as soon as I noticed the second hickey to the right of the 
� rst.

Nari opened her eyes, her � ngers emerging from my ja	ì�. “What?” 
she asked, breathy, leaning on her elbows.

I pointed to the pair of reddish marks on the pale skin above and 
between her cleavage.

She looked. She raised an eyebrow and a corner of her lips. “Such 
passion, Vij,” she said, the gold � ecks in her green eyes � ashing like 
streaks of brilliant light on a stormy evening.

I smiled. When Nari slashed my name, it sounded so BOOM. 
“Your ex–boy toys should take notes,” I said with a wink.

� en Nari traced the outlines of the love bites. “� ose boys were 
my mistake, but you�.�.�.” she whispered, twirling a lock of her long red 
hair.
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� e sun tiptoed to the left and pounced on us.
Nari glared at the sky. “Damn you, sun,” she said. “Vij hates you, 

so leave her alone!”
I basked in her understanding, and in the cool trade winds�.�.�.
I turn the page. In the corner, I’m melting into a puddle while 

a larger-than-life Nari attempts to block out the sun, her owl eyes 
all-seeing.

My phone chimes.
I blink, then check the text.
Mom: Are you ok?

Me: Yes.

Mom: What happened?

Me: Nothing. Had plans with Nari so I left.

Mom: Sure you don’t have a fever? You looked � ushed.

My thumbs � ail for a second. So what if Mom’s a nurse and it’s her 
job to check on people when they’re sick? I don’t want her to check on 
me. Not anymore.

Me: No fever.

Mom: That’s good. BTW, Jake

She sent her reply without � nishing, and an ellipsis bubble tells 
me that she’s typing the rest.

Before she can � nish it, my thumbs smash and send: GTG

My preemptive strike against any possible guilt trip. And, fuck 
Jake.

An hour with Nari at Central O‘ahu Regional Park roars by like the 
motorcycle clubs sometimes do on the nearby highway.

We slide over to a shadier spot against the thick tree trunk.
Nari leans in, kisses me softly. She pulls her lips away. “Are you 

okay?” she asks.
Our foreheads are touching.
“With you, always,” I say. � en I lick my lips. � e lingering taste 
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of her guava lip gloss is a natural upper. � e only drug for me. I don’t 
even vape or smoke cigarettes or pakalolo like my bandmates. Not 
because I walk on some moral high ground, but because I don’t want 
to be anything like my addict parents. Yup, my dad was one as well. 
Found out a few months ago when I walked in on Mom and her then-
boyfriend cuddling on the sofa.

Mom was whispering, “My ex-husband and I used to get high 
together. Booze, weed, and pills. Sometimes coke. But then he started 
using batu. It got bad. And then it got worse. He did something 
unimaginable.”

“What did he do?” I asked, guessing maybe Dad started selling 
drugs or had a bad trip or got arrested or something like that.

Mom and her boyfriend looked up.
I waited.
All Mom did was drop her eyes and mumble, “He changed�.�.�.”
A hand on my shoulder. “Vij?”
I look.
Nari’s gazing at me, concern etched on her face.
� e wind tosses and then spreads her wispy bangs across her 

freckled cheeks.
I gently sweep them away. “Please don’t ever change,” I say, start-

ing to smile, but then my lips dive in the opposite direction.
“What happened?” she asks.
I keep looking at her, but my vision is blurry. I shrug.
She lifts my hands.
I stare at her hands hugging mine.
“You’re shaking,” she says. She lets go of my hands to cradle my 

face. “Look at me.”
I do.
“I love you, Vijali Shah-Nielsen,” she whispers.
My heart swells.
“I love you, too, Kaminari Murphy,” I say.
Clouds cloak the sun. Bless us with a drizzle.


