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Chest
Elenia

i still can't mouth the word lesbian in my mother tongue without my vowels tasting 
like spit on pavement. what a difference two syllables make.

lesbe, vile noun that has me itching for a toothbrush. the b leaps off my lips how a 
body does into a swimming pool of pointed fingers.

maybe i'm guilty of being ashamed. or maybe it's just impossible to resurface from 
youth without mouthfuls of grimy bathwater in your lungs.

i'm guilty of acquiring words that never claimed the territory of my trauma. i'm 
guilty of claiming words that have only ever hurt me historically.

my lover doesn't like to talk about her shame. it simmers so low in her chest that i 
can't taste it in any place my tongue reaches.

when we lie side by side, i stop wondering how many languages there are and how 
many of them you could call me a dyke in.

my shipwreck ribcage and her humid breath.

us with our waterlogged insides.
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Hands
Elenia
 

i trim my fingernails
before i sit down to write poetry
i believe in the effectiveness
of preparing for the making

Elenia Graf is a Manchester-based poet whose work grapples with the resurfacing of the 
traumatised self, navigating lesbian identity, and always wanting more (but never saying 
it). She has released an illustrated poetry zine titled inside me sleeps fury and is currently 
working on CONSCIOUS TONGUES, a collection about dykehood and gendered e
xperience. She was specially commended for the 2019 Fresher Writing Prize for Poetry 
and her work has been published in the 2020 Manchester Anthology. She holds and MA in 
Creative Writing from the University of Manchester.
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Supernova
Rebecca Ruvinsky
 

I wish that I could reach
up and pluck a star, intangible
light from effusive night, and blow
on it like a candle — or a dandelion,
seeds drifting past my fingers to
heights unseen in the sky that is past
the night and dawn and all the evening
stars. What do I know of distance? We
make our own wishes. I am only granting
the desire of dust: to spread, to coalesce,
to burst and begin anew. Every mote
wanted to be something, and was,
for a time. And so were we.

Rebecca Ruvinsky is a student, poet, and emerging writer in Orlando, Florida. She has 
kept a streak of writing a poem every day since 2016, with work published or forthcoming 
in Prospectus Literary, Sylvia Magazine, Wizards in Space, Underland Arcana, From the 
Farther Trees, and others. She loves baking cookies, watching rocket launches, and listen-
ing to music too loud. She can be found at @writeruvinsky.
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The Aftermath of the Counting of the 250,000
Jeremy. T Karn
 

"The Liberian’s Civil Wars, approximately 250,000 persons lost their lives"
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission's (TRC) Report

because the civil wars began with a president
being dragged naked into the street,

it ended with green flies licking the last blood of bodies,
blood stains on pavements,

homes dissolved into graves.
inside my veins was a song finding its voice…

i have begged it to stay inside me
i have no explanation for all of the killings.
i have no explanation for bones that got used to
the soil & turned into trees roots.
i watched girls searched for their families among bodies

that flooded the American's embassy gate
only to find them deep into the soil, almost melting into dust

with chewed tongues from crying too long.

Jeremy T. Karn writes from somewhere in Liberia. His work had appeared and forthcom-
ing in 20.35: Contemporary African Poets Volume III anthology, The Whale Road, Ice 
Floe, ARTmosterrific, The Rising Phoenix, Kalahari Review, The African Writers, Praxis 
Online Magazine, Shallow Tales Review, The Kissing Dynamite, Madness Muse Press and
elsewhere. His chapbook (Miryam Magdalit) has been selected by Kwame Dawes and 
Chris Abani (The African Poetry Book Fund), in collaboration with Akashic Books, for the 
2021 New-Generation African Poets chapbook box set.
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Growing Up
Gita Labrador 

in this city means
to garden. to carve
out a space
beneath concrete
and sewer,
to shed
your skin on a strange
plot of land,
then to watch
your likeness
sprout from beneath
the rubble: you
or an echo of,
a small, far
flung creature,
dwarfed
by edifice
and smoke
filled sky,
all alone
in the world,
but not for long

Gita Labrador is a writer from the Philippines. You can find her work in Feral Journal, Scum 
Mag, Glass, and elsewhere. She resides in Quezon City, where she teaches reading and creative 
writing classes for children. Follow her on Twitter at @meteorcrew
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Hangover
Olaitan Humble

For the first time since father died, I have
the courage to break into his study, filled
with rusty records instead of dusty books.
The black shelves which once housed his
thoughts now contain antique drumsticks
while long forgotten sonants invade mama's
lips. My sister and I keep mum for we possess
not the slightest clue as to why her hangover
still lingers about // & for
the last time in
our lifetime,
we patronise
the morning star // for
longevity
& the rhythm goes on
E Via Orlando
(Hangover)
Orlando
(Hangover)
'Lando
(Over)
Orlando
(Over)

Olaitan Humble is a Nigerian poet and pacifist who likes to collect quotations and astrophotos. 
He won the People's Choice Award in the 2020 Earnest Writes' Poetry Prize Awards. He is 
Poetry Reader for Bandit Fiction, and Poetry Editor for The Lumiere Review and Invincible 
Quill Magazine. His work appears in The African Writers Review, Luna Luna Magazine, Dou-
bleback Review, The Bitchin' Kitsch, Madness Muse Press, Wine Cellar Press, and Giallo Lit, 
among others. Instagram/Twitter: @olaitanhumble.
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Floored
Alyssa Asaro

I am but a collection of my past
Not a linear progression
But a stopping point
A pile of laundry that’s seeping into the floor
And the water bottles trapped beneath it
The dishes rising like a tower in my sink
And the paper plates stacked in the trash can
My city was built at night
Self-inflicted insomnia and one-sided conversations that I rehearse in showers that 
carry long after I’ve washed my body
Letting the water hit me from above
Sitting in the bathtub looking up
I care what you think of me
Heart full of holes from pens covered in blood
My story written with tears in my eyes
A book bound in dust hidden in the floorboards
And the weight of my unwashed clothes muffling the sound of a heart that 
shouldn’t be beating

Alyssa Asaro is an aspiring writer and editor based in Chicago, IL. Her poem
“Windowpane” is featured in Neuro Logical Literary Magazine and "Molting" is 
featured in Unlimited Literature. She can be found on Twitter @rambleshewrote.
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Sisyphus Laughs In My Ears
Nachi Keta

The wheel turns and turns. The water which spouts out makes me dizzy. But I still 
stare. I cannot stop staring. It goes on… longer than my stomach takes in digesting. 
I am near a tube-well. That is what they call it- a tube-well, the villagers who are 
often lost for unfamiliar words thrown at them. It is a mere water pump, though. 
Something which revolves with electricity and scoops up water from a well.

The turning of the wheel is akin to turning of time. I think. Both turn simultaneously. 
Both make me dizzy. Though I’m not sure. Perhaps this is how it goes. Truth never 
surfaces. And, deep down, we are mere oceans searching for it, trying to make sense 
of what is before us, when it has no sense, like the act of knowing it. Perhaps there 
is nothing like ‘truth’. It is a river invented by us to give us some meaning.

The wheel turns faster, and with it, even time does. Faster and faster, they revolve. 
Like a turnip gone crazy. Whereas I am like a drunk frog which gutters and gutters, 
words… and more words, while staring at water rush out and time fly away. I am not 
sure which is more important- I or the time.

We live in an Age of productivity; they say. I say nothing in response. Because I am 
still dizzy with the turning time, the turning turbine- which scoops up water from 
earth and throws it on grass.

Time passes like neurons in Einstein's brain, who is thought to be very intelligent. 
They say he could imagine entire worlds. Like writers pretend they do. Time passes. 
And the sun goes higher and higher. And birds chirp. I am in my uncle’s field in the 
village; the sky is blue; the earth is revolving; the men are busy in their work, and 
atop a tree, a cuckoo coos. And I continue standing.

But I am tired. I am tired of waking up and walking through the fields, through the 
village streets, through empty dreams that I dreamed last night, through the imagin-
ings of a girl I think I might be in love with, through Einstein’s paradoxes. I am tired 
of coming here every day and washing my clothes. And my body. And my utensils. 
They will get soiled again, and again I’ll come. Why?

Why does someone go to dirt when he knows he will wash again? And why… does 
he wash again? It is a vicious circle. My life. Your. Our. Life. After every twen-
ty-four hours, we repeat the same day with the same effort and with the same result. 
We run after our tails, so much so that even Oedipus laughs at us.
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The pump works hard. It continues pulling water from earth. It never stops. It tries 
and tries. Like a squirrel jumping up and up to catch a nut from a branch- sunrays 
dancing with it. But the earth never budges. The rocks are too hard. They resist any 
kind of sucking in. And I want to plant something. Near this little mud strewn clear-
ing, I want to dig a hole and put a little sapling, so that it can grow, and one day I can 
tell myself that I did something. I did something — is all we want to say when we 
are old. And the time spins.

I wait for water from earth, which is already being pulled up. I am waiting for the 
earth to give in so that I can… you know. But the turbine revolves. And I am dizzy. 
And Sisyphus continues to laugh, in my ears.

A dropout of various colleges, Nachi Keta is a Kidney Transplant Recipient and a neurodiverse 
writer from New Delhi. His name is a combination of two terms: Nachi, which means ‘death’, 
and Keta, which means ‘a creative force’. His work focuses on mental health, oppression and the 
absurd in social and personal. His words have found a home in various magazines like Perhap-
pened, The daily drunk, The Bombay Review, The Howling Press and Sock Drawer, an updated 
list of which can be found here: nachi-keta.com.
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On the March
Carys Crossen

They left their homes the week before Christmas. Despite the lingering dark and the 
cutting wind that came skating over the Salisbury Plain, most of the villagers got an 
early start. Get it over with.

Elsie’s family were among them, trudging along with bundles and boxes. No-one 
spoke much. A few talked of their lads overseas, some about the difficulties of cook-
ing Christmas dinner with limited rations. Someone said they’d seen Albert Nash, 
the blacksmith, weeping over his anvil. Poor Albert.

The government orders had arrived in Imber in the midst of November, as families 
huddled round their fires, carefully rationed coal glowing with grudging warmth. 
Elsie recalled the letter clenched in her father’s shrapnel-scarred hand. From the 
Ministry of Defence, telling them to leave.

‘What does rekky-zissioned mean?’ her little brother Jack asked.
‘It’s requisitioned,’ Elsie, the scholar of the family, informed him. ‘It means the army 
are taking our house.’

‘Not just our house,’ her father muttered. ‘The whole village. The Yank army needs 
it for training, someone said.’

The letter crumpled where he clutched it. Elsie could decipher a couple of lines, 
spelling out their exile. It is appreciated that apart from the distress the move will 
cause you, it must invariably occasion direct expense…

Elsie snorted at the memory. How gracious of the MOD. 1943 had already been a 
tough year. The toughest yet. Rationing squeezed harder every month. Lists of the 
dead in every newspaper. Her brother Billy was wounded in Sicily. His wound 
wasn’t serious, his tardy letters (arriving weeks after a sparse telegram) informed 
them, but they’d all felt the shock, reverberating as though the bullet had hit them 
and not Billy. Bloody hell, wasn’t that enough?

The villagers of Imber thought so. Some had protested. Letters, a petition, but it was 
all useless. The floodtide of war had reached their village and swept them all away. 
And in their weary, stalwart hearts, the villagers were willing to make the sacrifice 
if it meant helping win the war. Their homes would be waiting for them when the 
war was over, the vicar kept saying. Not like those poor people in London and Man-
chester, everything burned out or bombed into dust and splinters.
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Yet every night, when he believed them all to be asleep, Dad had wept, downstairs 
by the dying fire. Elsie had lain awake and listened, burning with futile fury, the 
words her brother Billy had whispered to her before he’d marched away echoing in 
her mind, a ghostly telegram just for her.

You’re the man of the house, Elsie, till I get back. Look after them…

She’d done her best. Stayed dry-eyed. Found them a new house in Salisbury. Packed 
up the furniture and pictures and the lantern her mother placed in the window each 
night to help Billy find his way home. And now she kept her eyes dry and her head 
high, striding along. On the march.

Dad’s feet failed him just beyond St Giles’s Church. Elsie motioned for her mother 
and Jack to keep going. They obeyed.

Elsie regarded Dad as she would a wounded hawk. She moved slow, soft, so as not 
to startle.

‘I swore I’d never leave again,’ Dad murmured to the wind. ‘After the Great War. I 
swore.’

‘You’re not leaving forever, Dad,’ Elsie lied, the false words flowing smoothly from 
her lips.

‘We’ll come back after it’s over. This is temporary. A holiday.’

Dad teetered. Subsided.

‘Come on then,’ he sighed, resigned. Together they turned away from Imber, march-
ing away, one old soldier and one new.

END

Carys Crossen has been writing stories since she was nine years old and shows no signs of stop-
ping. Her fiction has been published by Dear Damsels, Cauldron Anthology, Twist in Time Mag-
azine, Honey and Lime Lit and others, and her monograph ‘The Nature of the Beast’ is available 
from University of Wales Press. She lives in Manchester UK with her husband.



Room 6 and Other Stories: Seeking Wisdom at Sophia
Shreya Iyengar

It was a tiny room, tucked away in a quiet corner on the second floor of the building. 
Its doors were white, and when one looked out of the window, one could see treetops 
laid out below like a huge green carpet. Room 6 was my little hideaway. Being one 
of my favourite classrooms – cosy, warm and always abuzz with stimulating discus-
sions – it was where I learnt to tune out the incessant chaos of the outside world and 
contain my little universe in books and notebooks. I’d go cross-eyed – reading, writ-
ing, making notes, annotating, scribbling in the margins, underlining.
I was fortunate enough to have truly exceptional teachers. They ignited our dormant 
embers and transformed them into a happily blazing fire all year round. Classes 
weren’t boring. Bunking wasn’t worth it. I looked forward to each day: what will 
today bring? It brought curiosity, energy, synergy, wonder. There were entire nights 
when sleep didn’t come easily to me; on those nights, I’d lull myself into drowsiness 
by reading essays that were (and sometimes weren’t) part of the syllabus. I knew my 
own timetable backwards; sometimes, I’d wonder: am I the same girl? Who is this 
new apparition who’s taken over me? You see, it really wasn’t like me to actually 
enjoy what I was studying. (In school, I’d been an average student at best.) As the 
days went by, I felt a strange kind of energy simmering inside me. Academically, I 
wanted to do everything I could. 
I didn’t know what this “everything” meant. So, I started small: I nominated myself 
as Class Representative. That was the very first thing that gave me something resem-
bling confidence in all the three years that I spent at college. It gave me a chance to 
step up; take responsibility for something other than the unreliable and chaotic 
inside of my head. I knew that being Class Rep entailed acting like an extrovert 
sometimes – and I did it. When departmental events happened, I was the primary 
point of contact. My teachers trusted me to do the right thing. They always believed 
in me – in my abilities, even when I was blind to everything but my flaws – and I can 
never be more grateful to them for that. Along with co-curricular activities, I found 
it surprisingly easy to focus (and excel) academically. There was nothing boring or 
mind-numbing. On the contrary, everything was almost too exciting. I wanted more 
and more of it all – literary theory, practical criticism, Romantic literature. My brain 
was eager to devour the secondary readings that were part of each paper. I’d read 
feverishly, in a kind of daze.
Of course, nothing comes without its obstacles. Even as I did well academically, my 
social and personal life was a mess. I felt the loneliness like a physical throb – as if 
I was being kicked in the stomach over and over again – every time my eyes wan-
dered over to clusters of girls huddled and laughing together. The only thing that 
gave me solace was – needless to say – my reading material. When, on occasion, 
course readings seemed too esoteric, I’d go to Crossword Bookstore in Kemps 

Corner to let my brain breathe a little bit. I knew I was a very good student and that 
I had no friends to speak of. I couldn’t reconcile with these two facts: they clanged 
inside my brain like a dozen steel vessels. They created a cacophony. And to drown 
that out – the words I’m lonely a too-loud thud in my head and heart – I buried 
myself in the gratifying blur of classes: reading, writing, discussing, spending hours 
in the library. No one could tell that there was anything wrong. I masked it almost 
perfectly well.  
But (there’s always a “but”, isn’t there?) things were unravelling fast. A huge chunk 
of my mind felt like it was a tangled ball of wool that couldn’t sort itself out, no 
matter how hard it struggled. I started seeking therapy. Slowly, over seemingly end-
less months, I learnt to sit with bad feelings, bad thoughts; thoughts that clawed at 
the inside of my brain in the dead of the night. I learnt to ask for help, and I got it. 
Help came in the form of a hug; a comforting silence; quiet words of reassurance and 
affirmation: you’re not alone, I’m with you, it’ll be okay. And I will be forever grate-
ful to the precious few who extended an ear, a hand…and gently pulled me out of the 
sticky swamp into which I was rapidly sinking. 
It’s been a good couple of years since then, but the feelings are as visceral as ever. I 
will always remember the curve of the spiral staircase, the white slatted windows, 
the cream-and-green corridors, the way slices of sunlight fell across the wooden 
benches in Room 6, the way my notebooks were a riot of pink and blue and green 
Post-Its. The constant butterflies of co-authoring my first-ever research paper for the 
annual national seminar. I will remember my last day – how I cried until I had 
red-rimmed eyes and a migraine – and how I didn’t ever want to step out of that 
cocoon. 
Sophia College didn’t just give me an excellent education. It embodied and taught 
me the intangibles: inner strength, courage, kindness. I owe everything to that iconic 
palatial building – and, more importantly, to the people inside it: the unfailing 
warmth of my teachers; the generosity of the cashier at the canteen; the infinite 
patience of the people inside the photocopy booths, even as hordes of students 
approached them in a mad scramble; the lovely little stationery shop, from where I 
bought not only textbooks but also pens, highlighters, Post-Its and notebooks. For a 
lonely wallflower, these little acts of kindness were what kept me going – and I will 
never forget any of it.     

Author Bio:
Shreya holds an MA in English from the University of Delhi. She is a lifelong bibliophile, book 
hoarder, daydreamer, and (over)thinker. Her work has appeared on Elephant Journal, Quiet 
Revolution, The Punch Magazine and The Bombay Review. If she's not daydreaming, she's writ-
ing; and if she's not writing, she's reading. She needs paper and ink like a fish needs water.
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Shreya Iyengar
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was eager to devour the secondary readings that were part of each paper. I’d read 
feverishly, in a kind of daze.
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gave me solace was – needless to say – my reading material. When, on occasion, 
course readings seemed too esoteric, I’d go to Crossword Bookstore in Kemps 

Corner to let my brain breathe a little bit. I knew I was a very good student and that 
I had no friends to speak of. I couldn’t reconcile with these two facts: they clanged 
inside my brain like a dozen steel vessels. They created a cacophony. And to drown 
that out – the words I’m lonely a too-loud thud in my head and heart – I buried 
myself in the gratifying blur of classes: reading, writing, discussing, spending hours 
in the library. No one could tell that there was anything wrong. I masked it almost 
perfectly well.  
But (there’s always a “but”, isn’t there?) things were unravelling fast. A huge chunk 
of my mind felt like it was a tangled ball of wool that couldn’t sort itself out, no 
matter how hard it struggled. I started seeking therapy. Slowly, over seemingly end-
less months, I learnt to sit with bad feelings, bad thoughts; thoughts that clawed at 
the inside of my brain in the dead of the night. I learnt to ask for help, and I got it. 
Help came in the form of a hug; a comforting silence; quiet words of reassurance and 
affirmation: you’re not alone, I’m with you, it’ll be okay. And I will be forever grate-
ful to the precious few who extended an ear, a hand…and gently pulled me out of the 
sticky swamp into which I was rapidly sinking. 
It’s been a good couple of years since then, but the feelings are as visceral as ever. I 
will always remember the curve of the spiral staircase, the white slatted windows, 
the cream-and-green corridors, the way slices of sunlight fell across the wooden 
benches in Room 6, the way my notebooks were a riot of pink and blue and green 
Post-Its. The constant butterflies of co-authoring my first-ever research paper for the 
annual national seminar. I will remember my last day – how I cried until I had 
red-rimmed eyes and a migraine – and how I didn’t ever want to step out of that 
cocoon. 
Sophia College didn’t just give me an excellent education. It embodied and taught 
me the intangibles: inner strength, courage, kindness. I owe everything to that iconic 
palatial building – and, more importantly, to the people inside it: the unfailing 
warmth of my teachers; the generosity of the cashier at the canteen; the infinite 
patience of the people inside the photocopy booths, even as hordes of students 
approached them in a mad scramble; the lovely little stationery shop, from where I 
bought not only textbooks but also pens, highlighters, Post-Its and notebooks. For a 
lonely wallflower, these little acts of kindness were what kept me going – and I will 
never forget any of it.     

Author Bio:
Shreya holds an MA in English from the University of Delhi. She is a lifelong bibliophile, book 
hoarder, daydreamer, and (over)thinker. Her work has appeared on Elephant Journal, Quiet 
Revolution, The Punch Magazine and The Bombay Review. If she's not daydreaming, she's writ-
ing; and if she's not writing, she's reading. She needs paper and ink like a fish needs water.
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bling confidence in all the three years that I spent at college. It gave me a chance to 
step up; take responsibility for something other than the unreliable and chaotic 
inside of my head. I knew that being Class Rep entailed acting like an extrovert 
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it surprisingly easy to focus (and excel) academically. There was nothing boring or 
mind-numbing. On the contrary, everything was almost too exciting. I wanted more 
and more of it all – literary theory, practical criticism, Romantic literature. My brain 
was eager to devour the secondary readings that were part of each paper. I’d read 
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Corner to let my brain breathe a little bit. I knew I was a very good student and that 
I had no friends to speak of. I couldn’t reconcile with these two facts: they clanged 
inside my brain like a dozen steel vessels. They created a cacophony. And to drown 
that out – the words I’m lonely a too-loud thud in my head and heart – I buried 
myself in the gratifying blur of classes: reading, writing, discussing, spending hours 
in the library. No one could tell that there was anything wrong. I masked it almost 
perfectly well.  
But (there’s always a “but”, isn’t there?) things were unravelling fast. A huge chunk 
of my mind felt like it was a tangled ball of wool that couldn’t sort itself out, no 
matter how hard it struggled. I started seeking therapy. Slowly, over seemingly end-
less months, I learnt to sit with bad feelings, bad thoughts; thoughts that clawed at 
the inside of my brain in the dead of the night. I learnt to ask for help, and I got it. 
Help came in the form of a hug; a comforting silence; quiet words of reassurance and 
affirmation: you’re not alone, I’m with you, it’ll be okay. And I will be forever grate-
ful to the precious few who extended an ear, a hand…and gently pulled me out of the 
sticky swamp into which I was rapidly sinking. 
It’s been a good couple of years since then, but the feelings are as visceral as ever. I 
will always remember the curve of the spiral staircase, the white slatted windows, 
the cream-and-green corridors, the way slices of sunlight fell across the wooden 
benches in Room 6, the way my notebooks were a riot of pink and blue and green 
Post-Its. The constant butterflies of co-authoring my first-ever research paper for the 
annual national seminar. I will remember my last day – how I cried until I had 
red-rimmed eyes and a migraine – and how I didn’t ever want to step out of that 
cocoon. 
Sophia College didn’t just give me an excellent education. It embodied and taught 
me the intangibles: inner strength, courage, kindness. I owe everything to that iconic 
palatial building – and, more importantly, to the people inside it: the unfailing 
warmth of my teachers; the generosity of the cashier at the canteen; the infinite 
patience of the people inside the photocopy booths, even as hordes of students 
approached them in a mad scramble; the lovely little stationery shop, from where I 
bought not only textbooks but also pens, highlighters, Post-Its and notebooks. For a 
lonely wallflower, these little acts of kindness were what kept me going – and I will 
never forget any of it.     
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Barefoot to the Mailbox
Riya M. Cyriac 

I WALK to the mailbox, barefoot, adorning bright jhumkas dangling from my ears. 
I’m painted from ear to neck, powdered with a pancake foundation two shades light-
er than me. They say I look brighter that way. I look like a ghost.
My head is dazzling with ornaments, the sun and moon atop my lobes, lacing black
thread through ornament loops in between my thin, slippery strands of hair. They’re 
drooping, particularly my chuti, which is on a slow descent down my forehead.
I’m bound tightly in threads and wires and this Bhathanatayam costume is suffocat-
ing me, but I am barefoot, walking to the mailbox in the middle of the day in South 
Texas in my neighborhood full of people who know nothing but the simplicity of 
their existence...because I can.
I can, isn’t freedom lethargically free? I breathe in the fresh air—isn’t it sweet on the
tongue when it’s been spared from mountains of smoke and pollution each day? 
There are no cigarette butts scattered on the floor waiting to burn the soles of my 
feet. I’m thankful for that.
I am bound but I am escaping to my mailbox, and all I can think about is the possibil-
ity of my goodies waiting for me. The mail is now my sanctuary. No one else is 
around, especially not when a frazzled, half-painted Indian dancer is jamming the 
key into Box #6.
I curve on the pavement, where the road takes a dip. It’s hard on my feet, but my
callouses protect me. It feels as if I’m walking on thick rubber. All dancers walk on 
thick rubber, both on and off the stage.
I leave my home behind me, just for a moment. I leave the messy riots and the chaos 
and the smell of a well-seasoned chicken curry. I need to breathe.
Down the hill, the mailbox is right there. Across the neighbor’s house, they may be
watching. A car passes by me and I can see her blue eyes lock onto my ornaments. 
She probably finds me beautiful. Or she thinks I shouldn’t be here.
I’m barefoot and a runner passes me. Here, I wonder if he thinks I’m odd, but I like 
my feet to the pavement. I scuffle to the box. The keys dangle in my hand. The gold 
one is for the mailbox. I jam her in and twist. The mailbox creaks open, and as 
Mother predicated, nothing was there. No New Yorker Magazines, no new stickers, 
nothing of mine. An empty mailbox.
And then I close the mailbox and walk away. What is mine and what is not mine, and
what is entitled to me? This borrowed Indian costume? This path? These ornaments? 
My judgments? My image to others?But there’s nothing in the mailbox, nothing for 
me. Nothing belongs to me but my bare feet that kiss the ground. I feel free, and at 
the same time, I’m not.
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Finding My Voice
Nabeela Ahmed

International Stammering Awareness Day
22nd October

My Journey
My name is Nabeela Ahmed and I stammered severely from the ages of 7 
till 22. I was a covert stammerer most of the time, which meant I would not 
speak, change the word I really wanted to say for one I could say and use 
sounds and words in the beginning of a sentence or whenever I got stuck on 
a word to be able to speak.

Some examples of how it affected my life:
Any speaking situation made me anxious, especially if it was a formal 
speaking occasion where you were expected to answer on time. Simple 
things like your name or an answer whilst everyone waited and listened. I 
could not speak on demand so avoided these as much as possible, but how 
do you avoid guests in your house asking what class you are in? 

I undertook my middle and secondary school education in Kashmir, where 
the mode of education was to memorise your lesson and repeat it to the 
teacher in front of the class. I couldn't answer my name if asked, how do 
you recite a page of information? My rescue was a fluke blessing. I have a 
photographic memory so am suited to that form of assessment. I got the 
highest marks in every single class so the teacher would allow me permis-
sion to write out my work and hand it to them. My 'cleverness' saved my 
dignity.
Back in England, I would never answer the phone. 
I would never order food or go to a shop where I had to ask for something 
from behind the counter. My sisters did all that for me. I've written about 
the extremes this took when I told my parents I wanted some fish and 
chips, but would not go to get them as it meant asking at the counter. My 
dad had both of his legs amputated and used prosthetic legs. He put them 
on and drove to the shop and got me fish and chips. In appearance he was 

the one with a disability, but he knew how my invisible disability 
controlled my life.

In the second year of my degree when everyone applied for jobs, I didn't 
send a single application. Who would employ someone who could not say 
'hello' when needed?

In October 1997 I attended the McGuire Programme. The life I live 
now is all because of that!

The course consisted of training the diaphragm to breathe more powerfully 
to counter that huge emotional fear. It used psychological techniques and 
confidence and assertiveness building to free you from the broken and 
damaged soul you had become after being tormented by a stammer for 
years.
As this course is taught by other people who stammer, I was thrilled to be 
involved for several years. The result of this course was that I became a 
phone coach for them taking calls from people around the world from this 
programme supporting them with their recovery. I set up a support group in 
Bradford and ran it on a weekly basis, and I organised and instructed
courses. Some of the proudest and happiest moments of my life are from 
those days.
I have not been an active member since October 2000, when I instructed 
my last course, but everything that follows and will follow in my life is a 
result of Dave McGuire and my friends from this programme. Some of my 
dearest friends even now, I met then.

Some things this programme can take credit for:

My first graduate job was a Marketing Officer, travelling the region 
delivering presentations and doing radio interviews.

I was a member of the National Public Speaking Association and won the 
best speech trophy on the very first speech!

I've retrained to become a teacher working with adults giving them a 
second chance, like I got in life.

Since last year I have become a Spoken Word Artist.

Do I stammer? I still have some old wiring that occasionally kicks in and 
for absolutely no reason I will hold back on sounds and words, especially 
in the beginning of a conversation or recital. The more I face it, the less it 
appears.

Do I let it stop me from anything? Do I sound like that kind of person?

I was trained by the grand masters and mistresses of the McGuire Institute 
to 'Feel the fear and do it  anyway'. And that is precisely how I live.

If you stammer or know anyone who has a stammer, tell them there are op-
tions. They don't have to be trapped in their bodies and live reduced, 
incomplete, heart breaking lives!
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