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Lost in Reality

Amrit Kaur

Lost at dark seas,
Eternities of sorrow within,
Bittersweet taste left on my skin.
Drowning in moments, I couldn't swim,
The days I went out on a whim.
Dark waters and drawings on cave walls,
I see the pictures of those begging for more,
The echoes that still leave my body sore.

Lost at dark seas,
Chained to these cave walls of what could have been,
The suffocating sorrows cannot be seen,
But the walls know of all the lost screams,
The stories of suffering dressed as bittersweet dreams.

Lost at dark seas,
I'm learning to breathe,
Swimming through the demons you cannot see,
Piecing back together the missing parts of me,
Learning what it takes to simply be,
Learning how to truly be free.
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Not All There

Isabelle Yuen

You have the face of someone
I’ve seen somewhere before

The ghost of a misplaced glance,
Remnants of an old flame,
Once upon a half-remembered dream
I recollect, with furrowed reluctance.

Not familiar enough, no, I don’t quite recall you-
Merely a choked-up whisper
Of the way your hair frames my vision,
Of cold breath on blue lips.

Your lilting saunters
Slightly out of place in a perfect room.
My eyes unfocused, attention elsewhere.
Your steps veer off suddenly

But something’s just right
About your puzzle piece in my misshapen, mistaken head
Sliding into place.
It clicks;

I don’t know this version of our twisted tale;
All I know is that you ripped me out
The note beside your taut rope
I still haven’t scabbed over.
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I close my eyes for the first time in a long time
Then remember why I no longer sleep.

Photo by Jason Kong
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Sea of Tranquility

Anam Islam

A sea of tranquility
Sometimes a ripple, others, a breeze
But never the storm lurking beneath.

Far from over this game of hide and seek
The horizon eternally bleak.

Once a crack, slowly creeped
And the storm leaked
Lost tranquility, the sea lost its peace.

Agony intensified, unable to breathe
The sea cried tears of infidelity.

But when the fog cleared
The horizon, a gleed.

Agony lifted, the sea able to see
But how does it let the condemnations unspeak?

The storm was gone, in its place a core weak
The sea cried tears of fidelity.
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Lost in 1989

Joe Hauszen Ying

The storm is coming,
below me, before me, beyond me,
with all of its might,
shoving, smashing, shattering me,

Leaves and Bricks,
I see –
Fireworks flaring up the Brandenburg Gate
I hear –
Jollity permeating the concrete remnants
I touch –
as the Iron Cross impaled on the Iron Curtain,
transmogrifying the throng
into blend of
Love and Seduction,
Collusion and Subversion,
Jubilation and Rumination.

Yet here it stands, the Quadriga
Witnessing the wax and wane of any faith and power.
The lost faith,
the demeaned, detached, deserted, decrepit, demonised –
Faith,
Resurrecting.
As the storm is coming,
towards me, towards all.
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Youth Wanders in Fog

Cristiana Stefanescu

Youthful days covered in black socks
Warmth comes from within, not from the clothes
But turning cold left me alone,
when sunken suns are ever more…

Nature exists only to stimulate,
elastic souls that are abroad
Lost in translation
or any kind of form.

We shape closeness
But we dream to get away
in meaningless sequences
of unplaced inferiority…

Sleep winds the brain
and spells the mind
With mist of fame
unfelt but felt.
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You, solid rock
turn into water
And roll with punches
in the globe
And fill the channels
of thy soul
For it is one
and you are more…

Photo by Lingyan Zhou
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Silent Cry

Lorenzo Alonso Requena

Why do you cry,
Skies?

Why do you raise,
Tides?

The fog surrounds me,
It drowns me with its sorrow.
I swim past the end of sunlight
But I do not move. Not even after death.
I cannot see life’s face,
I cannot find my way.
None is my direction.
I keep on shouting and screaming.
But no one wants to hear.
The spark that kept me alive
Just a second, to be gone.
Why did my strength forget me,
And the air leave,
From my chained lungs?
Joy like sand.
Passes through life, as through my hands.
The flame that flickered,
Turned to ash.
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But not to speak is not to ignore.
The silence professed,
Bears more than a hundred hymns
And a thousand chants.
She listens to all my pain, all my wrong.
Takes off my costume,
Sown with threads of fear,
And uncovers me
From a cloak of loss.
Clouds start to condense.
Dew on my skin
Made with drops and tears
That fall to the ground.
Water to Earth,
That drinks and drinks
Until we turn dry.
So dry I have marks and cracks.
But what are we
If not what our rivers left behind.
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Trace I

Sara Cordovez Lopez

Experienced in the mist of the fourth
stage of what it means to give up-

Act I
Tracing the current through the deeper
sphere of knowing,

but my river ran dry and went under-
ground and into the wild of what

I don’t understand.

Act II
Tracing the steps back to the sounds
of twin twigs snapping in the raging.

But I can’t hear a thing over
the ringing- TheOne I have

to remember the grenade.

Act III
Tracing the story underneath the meaning
and finding solace in randomness
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only to find a baggie of reasons disguised as
time.

Time. It’s about timed timing.

But just a little off,
to the left of the narrating brain,
a tad south of the road
we shattered our brains against.

Just too much, too soon: too timed, too dry.

Tracing means nothing
when you can’t change
the hands of the dial-eye.

Tracing means everything
when nothing else
frees withdrawal
from pain.
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Pen

Rujikan Rujivanarom

When you lose your pen
again, don’t be surprised.
Please remember
that all pens have
commitment issues.
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It’s been a while since Edith last updated her Facebook. No, I’mnot regularly checking – I’m not even paying attention when I
see her post. It’s just that she constantly spams my newsfeed

with extracts of novels or poems, dog pictures and history or art
memes. The most recent one was from last Saturday - celebrating
the 214th anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar.
Edith admires Horatio Nelson. If we were in a war, she’d risk

everything to join the Royal Navy. I have no idea how a lady
might work her way up to Nelson’s ranks, but Edith is capable of
many things. She is a poet, a story-teller, a spitfire, a soul very
capable of loving and a soul deserving lots of love back. She has
little knowledge of military tactics, but she can learn very fast.
She learnt to ride a bike in less than seven hours – though I would
never forget how I screamed as she jumped off her bike when it
hit the spiky fences of the garden. And when she wrote poetry for
the first time in college it was as if she always knew how it
worked all along. She won an Honourable Mention with the sixth
poem she’d ever written.
Edith adores Horatio Nelson. Maybe her award-winning

poem is about him. The glory and glamour, responsibilities and
risks that she longs for. She will paint “England expects that every

Give Frances Flowers

Catherine Yuefang Tang
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man will do his duty” on her wall if the hall of residence allows.
Right, I never got to read that poem – not that I’m interested! I was
never really into literature. I only learnt about her achievement
when I saw the picture of Fred and her at the awards ceremony
on Facebook. They each held a copy of the magazine, with a
cover in the colour of Piccadilly Line and the illustration of three
ships – two close and one left behind. I can’t see the waves or the
wind, but I’m sure something invisible plays to push those two
forward at a pace that the third can never reach. Did I say the
colour of Piccadilly Line? That’s another lovely – or odd – habit
of Edith’s. London is her dream city so she names colours after
elements of London. Her favourite colour is the blue of the
Victoria Line, but, well, Piccadilly blue suits the magazine theme
of “Sailing Past” better.
Edith resembles Horatio Nelson – though she won’t die like

him, of course. Now that we are thankfully enjoying peace, she
doesn’t get to display her potential heroic nature (untrue, because
I remember reading somewhere that poets are all heroes of some
kind). She loves like him, however. He fell for Frances Nisbet,
and they kind of wanted to get married – this all settled when her
uncle offered a massive dowry. She didn’t mention anything
about her infertility. I believe they loved each other – for a short
while at least – and that counts. Although they loved too shortly
to be garlanded by history and everyone knows Emma instead.
Probably everyone also knows that Frances was heartbroken;
people know how she kept tending the geraniums at home as
they blossomed and withered and blossomed again, pretending
that nothing had changed, that sunlight still came to the yard.
Though I don’t know how many people cared about that.
Nelson met Emma in Naples, on a voyage, an adventure. That

was how Edith met Fred. They were seeking respectively the light
of History and Zoology in a foreign land, both adventurers from
somewhere else. For Nelson it was a battle, while for Edith a
Bachelor’s degree (maybe a battle, too, but with Fred by her side
it probably felt less like one). Did I mention Frances hid her
infertility from Nelson? When I started dating Edith, we were
more than straightforward with each other. That very midnight
when she held her breath and texted she liked me, and when I
rolled over and over again from left to right in my bed texting my
affections back, we knew this love would never last long. And we
made that clear to each other.
“You are just 5% gay,” I typed – it was a joke between us,

“you will love a boy in the future. And my parents will erase me
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from the family tree if I bring home ‘the other bride’. I will learn
to love boys too.”
“And we will love each other until that boy comes, Liz.” Edith

typed very fast. I wonder if all writers did. I wished I could see her
facial expressions, but we were in two different homes. And we
would never be in one. I had sparks for Edith the moment I
listened to her speech at the orientation camp. When did Frances
have sparks for Nelson? Did he know their love wouldn’t last?
Anyway, Edith and I pretended that our love would last. We

had one year together at school – my first year and her last – and
then she went abroad for uni, and then there was poetry, Fred,
and the awards. There will be a lot more for her. I’m going
through my three more years at school without her. Nobody ever
talks about Nelson now – it’s cool, I’ve heard enough anyway.
Edith talked about every single battle – all those seas that I wished
we could sail on – except the Battle of Trafalgar. She avoided the
one that most people loved talking about. I think I understand
her: For others he might be a hero, and there’s nothing better than
a glorious tragic finale for heroes to go down in history with. You
die a fancy epic death and those who never knew your deeds
well enough start to admire you too. They are sad, but they want
you eternalised more than anything else, so they have literature
and anecdotes to work on. Who would rather have Nelson a
commoner, a civilian than a tragic hero? Definitely Frances. She
would love him no matter he came home victorious or not.
I liked Edith before she started writing poems. She never wrote

one for me, and that is okay.
When Nelson and Frances were on a carriage, where did they

usually travel to? What did they think about? Maybe it didn’t
matter, as they were sitting next to each other – great for cuddling
– or sitting opposite each other – great for resting her legs on his
in a long journey. When Edith and I travelled together in the
Tube, the destination was always home. My home. She escorted
me to the final Tube stop on the outskirts of the city every single
Friday. Then we waved goodbye as I hopped on the coach. She
got smaller and smaller but I could very clearly see the glow in
her eyes. The further my coach went and the less I could recall
about her smile, the more I reassured myself that she looked
serene and tender. She was well-known to be passionate,
energetic, firm and even harsh sometimes, but the tenderness was
not an illusion (or so I hoped).
Interesting – in such moments I felt more like Nelson. It was

me who drifted away on the coach, and if I got back to the Tube
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station she would be there. Frances rooted for her husband at
home while he commanded the ships to sail, his fate and
ambition all twirling in the waves. She just saw him off every
time. But later on, I became the one left behind. She sailed off to
uni, while I am the one bound by what we once shared, I am the
one haunted by all the static sceneries, the familiar seasons,
routines and memories of the city we briefly created a fragile
eternity in. After all, Edith is the one like Nelson.
I know Fred is “the boy”. They match. I can see that in the

pictures people took for them. Those pictures no longer hurt.
They don’t even stay in my mind. What really pinched me
recently was the photos Fred took of Edith with Nelson’s portrait
in the museum. For the first time Nelson didn’t look like he was
pale, for the first time he didn’t look like he’d fade away. For the
first time I saw Edith standing beside the naval hero. Edith is
Horatio Nelson.
No, it’s not entirely similar. Frances was Mrs Nelson. I never

have been. And we knew our love would break someday, we
knew some boy could keep her heart better – and I knew she
would fall in love with him not because she had to bring a boy
home. I knew she’d fall in love with him because he could
appreciate poetry, he could love Nelson and those heroic
chronicles wholeheartedly, too.
But I still feel betrayed, because we had a promise. Edith said

she probably wouldn’t like someone else until she graduated and
found a job. She thought we would always stick together during
her college years, and I thought so as well. Fred appeared a bit
too early in the storyline our poet once predicted. Who do I
blame now? Like, did Frances know when Nelson would fall out
of love with her? Did Frances know when she would last see him?
Did anyone know why Nelson had to die in Trafalgar?

thought my heart broke into pieces when Edith told me that
after some serious consideration, she was sure she had strong
feelings for Fred. He played “Rule, Britannia!” to her on his
harmonica. It was a walk by the spruces after dinner. Very cliché
literature scenes, but they happened. I knew Edith liked him long
ago – she was struggling to make sure whether that was romance
or friendship, and the patriotic naval song just granted her a
moment of epiphany. “It’s ok,” I said, “it’s ok, thanks for letting
me know. We can probably still go on a cruise holiday this
Christmas when you come back, as friends.” We didn’t because
later I knew it was a bad idea. She needed a fleet, not a cruise.
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And that was fine. We had that last phone call when I was
walking home from a riverside pub. “Good luck with your
poetry” and “Take care Liz, you deserve someone better” were
our last exchange of hearts. I gave hers back, so that she could
give it to Fred. And I took back mine to mend.
Fred and I became Facebook friends when Edith first met him.

Very naturally, I added the closest friends of hers from uni. I have
no idea why I’ve never deleted him after I broke up with Edith.
Maybe I still am trying to force myself to completely fall out of
love, under the help of his pictures with her. Bad decision. He
has texted me loads this week on Messenger and I’ve never
bothered to click on that profile picture in which he and Edith
stick close. He even called me earlier this afternoon. I didn’t
answer, of course. I want to block him now, but the school
receptionist comes just in time to deliver a magazine. Fred
mailed it to me from abroad. I should discard it, but I decide to
just look at the contents page. Bad choice. Edith’s poem was
second. “Give Frances Flowers”, it says. Something deep inside
me snaps.
I read the poem. Even with my limited knowledge of literary

analysis I can understand that Nelson has fallen in love with
Emma but he is feeling sorry and guilty for Frances. I understand
that these feelings don’t conflict. What I don’t understand is why
Edith wrote about the Battle of Trafalgar in the last stanza.
I read Fred’s messages and I understand his despair of being

dragged away by firefighters. I understand why he feels like I
need to know what happened too. What I don't understand is
why the residence hall caught fire, and why Edith’s room was
blocked so she never got out. What I don’t understand is, why
when I finally have gathered the courage to read the award-
winning poem, she’s been lifeless for a week.
I don’t know if Frances needs flowers. By the way, there’s a lie

in what I’ve just told you. I said I remembered reading
somewhere that poets are all heroes of some kind. I don’t read. I
never saw it anywhere. I invented that line. I don’t know if it’s
Edith’s death or my affection, but I really hope someone wrote
that line, or will write it sometime. She always wanted to be a
hero, and it doesn’t seem to matter whether the hero was mine.
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As Under a Green Sea

Sean Chua

The jungles of Singapore cover less than a quarter of the
island, and they are without end. Granted, they exist as
definite shapes on paper and Google Maps. But take a trip

from barracks to camp site on the back of an ammonia-scented
rental bus, and you will find that no distance, however short, can
be made finite by the endless howl of leaves. Here, cicadas
scream and branches shout and no tigers roar in absolute silence
– which is by far the most infinite type of silence one can fathom,
for it contains nothing and is therefore without limit.

*

February, 2016.

You fall asleep in the back of the five-tonner as it enters a space
quite like the one it just left, except that this space is a lot less real.
The sky outside is still dark, but the moon does not move, for time
has no meaning to the dreaming. Eyes strain open, capturing hints
of stars. Nostrils choke on sand and gas fumes. You look around,
seeing dark faces wrapped in smoke, and note that the platoon
has been caught in the smoke too, caught in the dreaming.



23

The tonner throws up dust behind, blanketing the night in a
soft haze. Headlights, as warm as melted butter, cut through; the
air bleeds milk. In this space, nothing can last for long. Treelines
flash by barbed wire fences, each blending into the other,
forming faint impressions on the insides of your eyes. The canopy
flaps. The engine drones. The dream continues.

You aren't home yet. There are still miles to go before you
wake. Until then, your mind careens on potholes beneath a
swiftly-moving sky.

*

So the minutes became days and months and one-and-three-
quarter years, all in the backs of buses and field camps and
scratchy barrack cots. It was here that you learned the art of
telling stories. To create fiction is to delineate a bubble of
bounded time, with direction, beginning and end: it gives hope
to the conscript that the eternal green, too, will end. You told
stories in the bunk, on the ragged end of marches; you recounted
them in concrete bunkers during mind-bending twelve-hour
shifts; you whispered them across shell scrapes in the dead of
night. And as they were told, they grew in form: first as etchings
on army-issued note paper, then as hastily-tapped notes on your
phone past lights-out. As you wrote them you knew that by
culling the stories into tangible form you were giving shape to lost
time, and – like a ghost banished – end it.

*

December, 2015.

“They make the stock out of dead souls,” the lance-corporal says,
one elbow resting on the concrete parapet.

“You're shitting me,” you reply.
“No, it's true,” drawls the sergeant from the rear of the

bunker. “They grow trees over mass graves from old wars, then
carve the wood by hand. Preserves the flavour, they say.”

“I hear Fabrique-Nationale has a monopoly over half the
trenches in Western Europe alone,” says the lance-corporal.

“Well, what kind of wood do they use, then? Elm?”
“Usually oak, but hazel works just fine,” says the sergeant.

“You want something with a real tight grain and good density, to
trap them in their eternal torment.”
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He pauses to scratch his chin, and adds: “Oh, and water- and
rot-resistant, too.”

You ponder the significance of this for a while. The machine-
gun at your shoulder suddenly feels immeasurably heavy. You
wonder if it has anything to do with the weight of your
deployment, the gravity of this duty, the aeons of responsibility
that now rest in your skinny boy-hands. But something still
doesn't feel right.

“Why souls?” you manage to ask.
The sergeant makes a face like he's eaten a lime. “To absorb

the moral recoil, of course. With a well-aged stock like this, you
could fire into a room full of terrorists and not feel a single thing.”

“The souls feel it for you,” whispers the lance-corporal when
the sergeant's back is turned. He points towards the stock of the
gun, where deep scratches crisscross the varnished wood.

*

There was a logic to it, of sorts. Not the logic of rank and file, of
chain of command, of regimental discipline and the Eight Core
Values. Or was it Nine? Well, that logic was dead a long time
ago. What took its place were ways of thinking, modes of fickle
saneness amidst the resolute unknown. You had to be fickle,
because time was fickle too. A watch beeped and a second
passed, and a million klicks away a dreamer dreamt an eternity
and then some. It was the logic of infinities, nestled endlessly
amidst the green like some foreboding serpent, rearing its head
the moment you least expected – for instance, whenever you
closed your eyes.

*

May, 2016.

The five-tonner is taking a while to arrive. You lie on your back in
the empty lot, reclining as far as the back pouch of your combat
vest will let you. Tonight, as on all other nights, a sky of sparse
stars await. Your finger lazily traces Orion's belt; you know of no
other constellations in this sky.

The lance-corporal, ever-present, lounges beside you.
“Watching the stars like this, you tend to find the holes,” he says,
turning to you. “This far out, the stars usually come in all the
wrong places.”
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You grunt in reply. No need to question it – you've seen it
happen, with your own eyes. Lining up Betelgeuse with your eye
and your thumb, you note with mild disinterest that it's a little
more to the right than you're comfortable with. Light pollution in
reverse, the perceptual kind, where the stars themselves are
drowned out in the shine of your confused eyes.

“In the past, people looked to the stars all the time,” continues
the lance-corporal absent-mindedly, lost in his own thoughts.
“There aren't enough people to see them anymore. That's why
they twinkle and fade, as if they aren't sure of themselves. See
there, the black patch used to be his head.”

He points, and your eyes follow skyward. Sure enough, a hazy
patch of sky no different than a cloud hangs in the space between
the hunter's shoulders. You squint, and it shimmers. Blink, and it's
gone. Orion's headless once more.

“Holes. See?” breathes the lance-corporal. “Nothing left to
hold them up but our eyes.”

You wonder if the same is true for all things, not just for stars
trapped in a corner of some forgotten sky. You wonder when's
the last time you've seen a civilian, or when's the last time you've
seen the outside world. A week? Maybe more.

There isn't any time to question it. Slowly, before your eyes,
the sky is beginning to fray.

*

You read voraciously back then. After all, one cannot produce art
without consuming it. Between the makeshift library in the last
drawer of your locker and the dubiously-acquired PDFs on your
smuggled phone, you amassed a modest empire: Borges, García
Márquez, Jackson, Murakami et al. There was no loquacious
lance-corporal. These books were your lance-corporal, and you
ingested their tales with the kind of desire that feeds itself only to
fuel another. And so your stories grew, too, as if suspended in a
nebula, each accreting the fiction of another, creating an odd
little world: Gothic mansions, South America, missing moons,
mysterious benefactors, the families who had forgotten their
names. But the stories always came back to the jungle and the
barracks because they were what you lived. Only green existed
at the heart of that stopped time.

*



26

October, 2016.

Time stops every morning at around 0515 at the 'C' coy building.
You should know, as you were the one who discovered it.

Your eyes would open, inexplicably, to frozen air: air held fast,
air suspended, thick and heavy and moist, moonlight floodlight
from the opposite block triggering false circadians and the music
from your phone a dead silence, six hours since the last track
ended, hanging suspended, too, in the space between the plastic
and the ear. Ears would listen expectantly for a sound, any sound,
hearing none but a stillness that resembled death. And you would
know that time had stopped, truly stopped, because thought was
suspended too, trapped in ever-nearing cycles of lucidified
dream, trapped in dead time.

You were not dreaming. You felt your body still, your sheer
physicality, fleshy weight, dead weight held fast by its own
awareness of itself. Moistness beneath the sheets. Soon it
happened often enough that you were certain you were not
dead. But what does a restless youth know of death? Of the
stillness beyond the soul?

The stillness beyond time will have to suffice. At length you
taught yourself to move without moving, dream-walking through
the frozen air, wandering the coy line, as ghosts do. Action
without form, motion without thought, desire without intent.
Most times you lay still, and simply be. It is easier that way.

Treasure this moment thus. You will not be seeing it for very
long.

*

And that was that, you thought.
You rejoiced as the dates of your entries advanced. You

rejoiced as the day of your release drew near, and,
correspondingly, fiction's ability to compress time decreased.
Your entries grew sparse. Your hair grew long. Your bed,
unmade. Startlingly, it seemed as if the days would draw to a
close. Fraying skies, company ghosts, frightful tales of paths
without end; there would be no need for them in the logic of the
outside.
But one day, months later, you received a knock on your

door, and discovered a package at your gate. It was made of
paper, dirt-brown, and seemed to contain something
unfathomably heavy. You opened it. A single live round fell out,
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quivering in the palm of your hand.
You tossed it out of your window as far as it could go. Too late

you came to realise that your stories – which had substituted life
– had taken on the reality of the jungles they were meant to
entomb. For after that fateful bullet came the dreams, and then
the nightmares, night after night after night. The one-and-three-
quarter years became five, ten, fifty. Only then was it clear that
the silence of the leaves had not ceased, and that your writing
had to continue from then on without end.
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Child of Snow

Katy Winterburn

I’ve seen Boy every winter since my memory began.He calls out to me from the snow.
My first image of him is only a vague impression – a thin,

fading print that I fear will disappear entirely as I grow older. It
was December when I looked out the window to see a beautiful,
roguish little face staring right back at me with his thin, snowy
fingers pressed up against the glass. Glowering, I think. He
looked quite upset. And a little hungry. But I think even then I
knew it wasn’t just a hungry child whose parents had to carry
wheelbarrows of Reichsmarks to buy a loaf of bread.
I’ve given him several names over the years. Child of Snow,

Winter Angel, Demon...they’ve never seemed satisfactory
enough. Anyhow, Winter Angel sounded cheesy and I had to
cross it out from the back of my Arithmetic jotter. Well – to be
completely frank I’d initially found it very impressive that I'd
come up with such a clever name for Boy. After all, everybody
loves angels and they’re so dreadfully romantic. But then it was
Rudolf who, after having snatched my jotter right off the school
desk like the nosy lump that he was, laughed right at my face and
made me re-think the whole name. For once, he was right.
Winter Angel was the sort of name you gave to a pretty girl with
lovely blonde hair, like Helene from down the street. It was
pristine, cool as glass, untarnished. And yes, a little cheesy.
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Boy certainly isn’t a demon, not the kind from the Bible, but
I’ve read about other types of demons and they aren’t always bad.
There are water demons, and good demons and demons that are
spelled like daemon in some books, although I’m not entirely
sure what the difference is. Ilse would have a heart attack if I told
her about all of this, about Boy. I think she very much enjoys
being in the real world and seeing everything for the concrete,
mundane, very-explainable things that they are. She feels like my
best friend and the most woefully boring person all at once.
Sometimes I think Boy is my best friend but I only see him

during the winter and only when it snows.
Even when I told him to go away the next time I saw him, he

lingered by the window. He even stuck his tongue out and
beckoned for me to step through the door and go play with him
outside. It was tempting but I only had my night-dress on and I
was far too sensible to go play with a boy at that time of night. If
I ever recounted this particular incident to my parents, Mama
would’ve been entirely scandalised.
At some point, a sort of friendship pact may have emerged. I

certainly never encouraged it though I was quietly intrigued.
Every snowfall since then has been accompanied with a sort of
thrill in my stomach and endless nights of tip-toeing out into the
kitchen, hoping for even just a glimpse...
Boy always calls out to me from the snow. Which is why it

can’t work if it hasn’t snowed. And it’s snowed every year. Except
this one.
This year has been one dry-spell after another. You’d think

wartime would mean lots of things but all I’ve been left to
contend with is an endless supply of soup for dinner and Papa’s
radio. Oh that damn thing! It roars with an absurd amount of life
after every tweak and turn, one endless tirade after another,
blaring out a series of meaningless words that float in and out of
my head.
I’d just hoped seeing Boy would change things.

*

“I’ve got thirty-six marks out of forty,” Ilse tells me sorrowfully as
we trundle home together. “That’s two less than what I got last
time.”
Damn Ilse and her idiotic test. Who cares about taking extra

lessons in French anyway? We’ll win the war and everybody will
probably speak German and that’s all there is to it. I won’t say
any of that to Ilse though, because she gets very upset when we
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talk about the war. Her Papa was sent off somewhere in France
and I think that’s why she’s determined to get the hang of her
French past participles before he comes back. She’ll deny it
though because Ilse enjoys reality. And her reality only includes
wanting to be top at practically everything.
I sometimes think Boy is far more real than Ilse’s reality.

*

It’s the twentieth of December and I have no reason to believe it
will snow tonight either.
And yet I gaze out the window expectantly, a desperate child.

Papa reaches over from the dining table and pulls me by one of
my braids. I swat his hand away, my eyes unmoving.
“Maus has a sweetheart, Liesel,” he informs Mama. “She’s

been waiting for him to come home from the front lines since
teatime.”
That forces me to peel my eyes away and look down at the

ugly, tiled patterns on the floor. But not before I notice the flicker
of a wispy snowflake outside.
Perhaps there is hope after all.

*

It does snow. That must be snow, oh surely it must!
I can feel the chill gently ushering me out of sleep and when

I finally do awake, the world outside has finally become his for
the taking. My friend is here to see me.
With nothing on but a flimsy old cardigan over my night-dress

and my school shoes, I dash outside. Bother Mama and Papa! If
they wake up and see me outside, I’ll simply run away with Boy,
wherever it is that he lives. I’ve never wondered about that sort of
thing, his life outside of the snow and me.
When I finally step out into the empty street, I can see Boy is

standing beside a thicket of frozen bushes. I don’t recall seeing
them there before. Breath hitching slightly, I step forward, barely
aware of the prickles of cold spreading through me.
“Hello.” I can barely contain my excitement. He must know

it from the tremor of my voice, the flush in my cheeks. I feel
pathetic and giddy. It’s almost unbearable.
Boy stares back at me but there’s something wrong. I can feel

it, how much he’s gone cold. One would certainly think so
because he is a child of snow after all. But it’s a different, horrible
kind of cold that could only really mean death. Like Helene’s
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baby brother two Christmases ago, swaddled in a dismal little
blanket, his Mama howling over his icy body.
He scowls at me like I'm a complete stranger and that stings

more than I could admit.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, holding my hand out to him. We’ve

never even touched and I’ve known him six years. I’ve always
imagined him to have a human feel but that can’t be possible. My
fingers have barely grazed against his wrist when he snatches his
hand away, like he’s been burned.
“I’ve come to say goodbye,” Boy hisses back at me while

cradling his injured wrist. Have I injured it? My mouth hangs
open apologetically but I’m more or less out of words. Goodbye?
“I must go now,” he carries on. “My mother is waiting for me.”
“Wait!” I’m almost tempted to grab him again but it wouldn’t

be right. He stops to look at me from underneath eyelashes that
are coated in frost. That must feel quite unpleasant.
“You have a mother?” I ask. What a ridiculous question. Even

Boy manages a smile.
“I’m sorry,” he tells me and it’s the first time in this entire

conversation that he’s bothered at all to be nice about it. “It’s not
safe here anymore. And I feel cold.”
“You can come inside,” I offer, nudging away any thoughts of

protest from my parents. “There’s some soup I can heat up for
you.”
Boy shakes his head and it’s only now that I realise that a sheet

of ice has started creeping up his neck. I step forward urgently.
“Please,” I beg. “You’ve got to come inside or you’ll die.”
Can demons die? Can angels?
“It’s cold all over the place,” Boy tells me. “Everywhere I go.

I can’t stand it. I’ve got to find somewhere warm and safe.”
My foot stamps on a clump of snow underneath me. I’m

frustrated and over-tired and fraught with hysterical anger. He
can’t just leave me here to deal with all of this. I’m not even sure
what it means – deal with all of this. It all sounds horribly grown-
up, all this talk of goodbye and safety and needing to deal with
things. I can’t let him go, not when he’s fading away.
“Well fine then!” I shout. “You can go away and never come

back. See if I care because I don’t.”
And then I turn around in a ball of rage and obstinance,

marching back up to the door. Mama will tell me off later for
letting the door stay open for all the snow to come in but see if I
care. See if I care...
Almost expectantly, I whip around, like the naïve child that I

am, hoping that maybe Boy has marched right after me but all
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he’s left behind is a small blizzard where he once stood. Even the
thicket of bushes is gone. There’s nothing waiting for me here
anymore and I can feel it in the empty crevices of my chest.
“Boy!” I call out to him. I’ve never even called him by his

name out loud. It sounds hollow now, almost offensive. I can’t
imagine wanting to be called girl by a perfect stranger.
I stand outside for five more minutes until it’s too cold to bear.

*

I had the most peculiar obsessions as a child.
There was very little else I could talk of from my childhood

without the war overshadowing every nook and cranny of it.
There were rations and air-raids and horrible gas masks that
looked like demons from the fairy books I used to read. My
mother thought them unchristian, but my father was an indulgent
man.
I even remembered my funny friend, the imaginary one– a sort

of snow creature, or faerie, I think, that my befuddled little mind
had conjured. My son, Jon, called it the yeti but I reminded him
a little girl in northern Germany couldn’t possibly have known
what a yeti was. My oldest child, Karin, was far more matter-of-
fact and called it a coping mechanism. Those with an academic
perspective on everything are rather wearisome.
It could’ve been anything, really. The imprint of one of the

many children that died of pneumonia or dysentery or perhaps
the mind’s re-creation of a childhood friend that had mysteriously
disappeared into back of an SS truck on the way home from
school.
Having grown into a sound and sensible woman, I couldn’t

entertain such notions of spirits and angels and demons. Such
fancies are lost on us with enough time and self-doubt.
Sometimes, however...

I’ll be in the well-furnished kitchenette of my daughter’s
stylish apartment, fixing myself a strong cup of tea. Every so often
my hand will have reached over for the cup of sugar when I stop,
only just for a moment, to steal a momentary glance out of the
window overlooking Paris. There is never any sign of him, of
course. Not even the impression of a snowy handprint. And then
I'll retreat back into the warm glow of the afternoon, having
dismissed the snow child entirely.
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Ihold my hand out, hoping for you.The turquoise lights rake your face as you turn around,
cutting into the boyish excess of your cheeks, sculpting you, so

that the sweat settled along your brow bone hardens into nacre
and you are immortalised in the cusp between night and
daybreak. My breath trips over a lump in my throat, because I’ve
always known that you were a kaleidoscope of colours, but I
never realised until now that something can be so beautiful, so
radiant, it aches to look at it. I think I’m trying to recall immortal
gods to compare you to, but all their names seem to dissipate into
vapours when I try to grasp them, and the vibrations from the
floor disembowel my thoughts entirely. Everything around you
seems to melt away. No one else in the room notices it over the
music, but you are glowing.
It’s funny now to think that I’ve always described you as a

shadow. Your slinking form takes a step away whenever I take a
step towards you. I am always a step too late; I am always chasing
smoke. When I was eleven, the waves swept away my trove of

Melting Shadow

Allan Yeung
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handpicked sea glass while I was by the seaside, and the same
thing happened. I swam out to get it, but with every stroke I
pushed the pieces further away from my reach. I kept holding my
hands out, hypothermic fingers and sore arms stretched to their
utmost potential, trying to trap the glasses, tame them, but in the
end I never managed to catch them. Brown locks fall on your
forehead, sticking to the moisture on your sea-salted skin.
Now blush-pink lights tease my hand, slipping from the index

to the ring, a mirage of what your fingers might look like if they
were interlocked with mine to fill the negative spaces. The
drumbeat in my chest and the thundering music syncopate into
disagreement. My palms used to nestle in the curve of her waist
but now they ache for the taste of you. Her. Sometimes I call back
to her because I cannot call forward to you, because there’s
something between us blocking me, ricocheting me back into last
summer in slow-motion.
She was so different to you; her hair hung in willow tresses

and her lips were always curled in an apologetic smile. You—
you are war and you are glamour and you are a sunny forecast
seven days in a row. She wrote my name with a stutter in her
cursive script, but you declare it like a war cry over the slaughter
of the music. I want you the way she wanted me, the way I had
to pretend I wanted her back. I want your hands on my waist and
I want your hands in my hair (cut short and lost in requiem, so
your fingers don’t get tangled the way mine always got caught in
her hair) and I want your hands everywhere (she used to say that
to me, and how I’d hated the notion of being wanted, but now I
think I finally understand the notion of wanting, and I painfully
crave the confirmation that I am wanted back)—
As we phase into the red lights, I start to doubt if I can make

you love me. Maybe my tarp skin and bamboo knuckles don’t
deserve your attention. Maybe they’re doomed to catch dust
particles forever; my beckoning hand will always be lost to the
chasm between us. Maybe you belong with a girl that is beautiful
like her, whose limbs would yield gracefully to you while mine
would make war. I spent all evening carefully constructing
myself, but now you’re charging at me with a sledgehammer (you
only had to look at me, and my fate was already sealed). For
some reason, I don’t flinch away. I don’t think I want to. Maybe
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if I scar hard enough, dark enough, this night will linger on my
skin forever. If I can’t have your lips on my neck, on my jaw, on
my lips, then I will settle for the bruises. I will take revenge on
your inevitable callousness by laying waste to my body, and I will
make sense of the distance between us by pretending you have
died. If I kill enough versions of you in my head, maybe I will also
kill the version of the lost future where we collide without me
shattering. Because if I can’t have you, then I don’t want to face
the scorn of the cruel sisters: ‘what-if’, ‘might-have-been’ and
‘almost’. I would rather take both of us down in the fall than let
you survive the crash.
By the time the green lights swallow us, I am drunk on

euphoria. Everyone else around us is dancing in pairs, but if we
ignore your friend at the four o’clock diagonal, then we can be a
pair too. I’m losing my balance but I steady myself on you. You.
(In a week I will still be sighing over you, crying over you, but you
won’t ever notice. Just like the way you didn’t notice how close
our lips were five minutes ago, when you pulled me into you and
made me a home on your chest, almost in the crook of your neck.
Just like the way you didn’t notice how your smile trapped my
mind for two weeks, but all my friends did.) You will move away,
my melting shadow, having unknowingly condemned me to this
prison, this dilated moment, these three seconds that will
insistently repeat until I run out of tears. You will consume me the
way I consumed her for a year, until there is cosmic justice, until
I have served my sentence in full. As I do my time, I will lose you.
I will lose you.
I don’t want to lose you.
So this time, I will trap you in my fingers. This time the waves

will bring my pieces of sea glass back to me. And shadows will
run towards the light in pointed self-destruction. And the bullet
that hits the wall will not bounce back, but penetrate through its
material like a gamma particle. Liquid courage sloshes in my
belly, coating my mouth like syrup, whispering in my ear: you
can rewrite time. You can swap your hand for his. The light on
him for the light on you. Before the next colour comes, you will
switch miseries with him.
As the lights recede from your flushed face, I ready your name

in my throat like a war cry and coil my mind like a spring in an
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engine. The room is plunged into darkness and the deafening
music fractures every thought it touches.
‘You’ is the violent noun. I will resurrect my hope from its

next-week grave. My love, my shadow regained, three seconds
can last a lifetime if I can have the dance with you now.

*

You hold your hand out to me, and I take it.


