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          Letter from the Editors

        

      


            

        Do you remember the first queer book you ever read?


        We do. For MR, it was The Will of the Empress by Tamora Pierce, and for Val, it was Pierce’s Alanna. For Emily, it was David Levithan’s Boy Meets Boy. For Ash, it was Clive Barker’s Sacrament, which explains a lot. For Rukman, it was Kushiel’s Dart by Jacqueline Carey, and for Jess, it was Anne Rice’s Vampire Chronicles. (Actually, each of these answers explains a lot.) And for Angel, it was Margaret and the Mystery of the Missing Body by Megan Milks, a book they still describe as one of their absolute favorites.


        We remember these stories because they mattered to us—because they proved people like us existed, because they proved we could belong, because they proved we could be heroes, because they proved we could be loved. We remember how it felt to stay up all night reading by flashlight, terrified we’d be caught with something ‘inappropriate.’ We remember the strange, dizzy rush of recognition: I am not alone. Someone else has felt the things I feel. And we remember, too, just how hard it was to find these stories in the first place.


        We live in a world where countless queer kids feel alone and afraid every day because they have never seen themselves in a story. Once upon a time, we were those kids. Today, there are more queer stories than ever—but it can still be hard to find them, and there are a whole lot of powerful people and institutions working to make it even harder. Book bans are on the rise in the United States and elsewhere, and queer books are often targeted by these attacks, deemed explicit or pornographic simply for including queer characters. Stories teach us about the world. Stories teach us about ourselves. So… what happens when stories vanish? What happens when queer readers, particularly those isolated or living somewhere unsafe, can no longer access the stories that might help them imagine a life worth living?


        When we say “queer stories matter,” we don’t just mean “because they’re fun to read.” They are! But we also know that encounters with queer stories can be transformative. (Indeed, readers of all kinds know just how transformative a good story can be.) Every time we read a submission or sit down to edit an accepted piece, we’re thinking about what it might mean to the right reader. OTHERSIDE is for everyone, of course—but we do what we do because we can’t stop thinking about the readers who need these stories, the readers who will remember these stories, just like we remember the stories that shaped us. That’s why we’ll always release everything we publish free-to-read on our website, and that’s why we’re committed to releasing print editions, too: we want to do everything we possibly can to bring more queer stories to more readers.


        We’re publishing this issue on June 1st, the first day of Pride Month in many places around the world. While that timing is purely coincidental, we’re proud of this issue, which features nine stories, six poems, and one essay—almost 30,000 total words—by sixteen queer authors living across five continents. In our editorial for Issue 1, we wrote, “So many of the stories and poems we loved most were those that took big risks and made us feel something.” The same is true of Issue 2. But if Issue 1 felt bleak and bittersweet, Issue 2 might be best described as warm, dreamy… even hopeful, more often than not. Many of the pieces in this issue are linked by shared themes: unexpected connections, the search for a place to call home, the families we’re born into and the families we choose. Perhaps above all else, though, this is an issue about memory. What stories do you remember? How have they shaped you? How have they saved you?


        Some of the poems in this issue will cradle you lovingly; some will kick you in the teeth. Chidera Offor’s “Masquerade.” opens the issue with a knock at the door and a tender, moonlit embrace. In “Ganymede,” Gospel Chinedu uses the language of myth to examine state violence and queer love in a future not unlike our present. Macey Levington’s “obsolesce” sparks and shudders with all the force of a runaway train. Amie Shen’s “girl, flogged by a false-named whip” is for everyone who has ever been taught to mistake love for sin. “Open Your Eyes Again” by Toby MacNutt is an offering of exquisite gentleness—a whole world the size of a pebble. And Sienna Tristen’s “As seen through the hole of the hag stone:” is a vivid journey from shore to shore, from dusk to dawn


        The original fiction in this issue will break your heart and piece it back together. P.V. Vamsidhar’s “We Who Have Been Raised by Tigers” is an exploration of memory and identity that spans centuries. In his debut short story, “Before She Knew About Magic,” Joshua Geller Schwartz presents a perfect, painful fairy tale in only seven hundred words. Lia Lao dissects celebrity culture and examines destructive desires in “This Is C(lone)-Pop.” Pairing the bitter with the sweet, J.Y. Zhang’s “Chī Kǔ” is a lush study of yearning. J.N. Howell’s “First to Rot” is a quiet space exploration story that redefines home and reimagines survival. In “Crowns,” cee-cee manrique offers readers a moment of sacred, rooted rest. And, while it falls near the end of the issue, Sydney Paige Guerrero’s “Remade, Reshaped, Remembered” reminds us that no story is ever truly over.


        Plus, as always, we have two reprinted stories in this issue that you can’t currently read anywhere else online: Ben Francisco’s “Two People” is an aching tale of self-discovery and sea beasts, while Bree Wernicke’s “Spider Kiss” is the most fun you’ll ever have reading about a musty old house full of spiders. Lastly, we close with a turn to nonfiction: “A Noose of Purple Silk” by Sidney Grady, which maps the connections between queer history and queer lives today.


        We adore each of these pieces—and we hope you will too. If you fall in love with anything in this issue, please consider telling a friend, writing a review, or sharing the link on social media! Word of mouth means everything to a new magazine like OTHERSIDE, and when we say “we couldn’t do this without you,” we really mean it. (Not a subscriber yet? Consider joining us via Patreon for as little as $2/month, which comes with tons of behind-the-scenes content and bonus perks like Discord access, merch discounts, and more. You can even pick up a print subscription, shipping included!)


        Happy Pride Month, othersiders. Enjoy the issue! And, hey, while we’re on the subject of memory… every time you see some dorky corporate Pride campaign this month, remember: the first Pride was a riot in the face of police brutality and governmental persecution. Protect queer stories. Protect trans people. Protect queer people of color. Leave no one behind.


        


        Gratefully,


        Ash, MR, and Val
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          Masquerade.

        


        
          Chidera Offor

        

      


      
        
          
            I am not bloodstained robe,


            nor distorted animal mask. Grandma is lying


            on the ground, says there is a little girl inside me. I am not


            coconut peeled to nurture the dead, the moss-blue


            tumble of water, ghost music. The night is choreographed, and we put on


            tie-dye skirts, the little girl


            and I, copper halves of alloyed desires,


            unfurling from generations of lonely women—


            and believe me, grandma can revive anything, even demons,


            even hallucinations she’s kept alive


            in her mind, interpretations of sapphic love


            like ebbing waterfronts


            sung to sleep by starlight. I am not bruise. Not proverbial maiden


            swinging an oil lamp, though love brings me


            knocking on your door: open—


            yes, you, little girl, open the door to your heart,


            let the pleasure of a thousand women sway you like the drums


            of Oshun, the poetry of painted corals


            clattering on your marbled hip,


            let the water infuse your tenderness,


            the sea goddess holding you up


            against the moonlight.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          We Who Have Been Raised by Tigers

        


        
          P.V. Vamsidhar

        

      


      
          In your last life, you were a tiger princess. You lived by the water and you adorned yourself in gold circlets; you chimed when you walked, like birdsong, like blessing, lotus flowers threaded in your long, raven-down hair. A snarl-handed oma who loved you better than she did your sister taught you to paint your face and to strike first. You were cruel, beautiful—when you tipped your face up to the sun, it shone brighter, just for you.


           [image: ] 

          In this life you are a man named Peril, and the age of tiger princesses has been squeezed along by history’s fat intestine for a very long time now. You might have felt, at some point, a flash of familiarity—your finger skimming the pages of your eighth-grade history book, your eyes wandering towards a costume in the girl’s section of a toy store—but it never lingered, flickering then gone. These days you don’t think about princesses, or soft skin, or your white-knuckled hand clutching a weapon. These days you are busy. You have to keep moving; there is too much to do.


          Put simply, your life is small, easily folded and stacked up, one piece on top of the other. Like this: you work in an office building and staple every one of your reports perfectly, right there, at the upper left corner of the stack—you live alone and you only fuck in other people’s apartments. Every morning you shave your face, but the scraggly hairs around your mouth persevere anyway. You have a single tattoo of a peacock feather on your ankle.


          There isn’t anything particularly special about you. But you do all right for yourself.


          Today, as you slot the end-of-quarter numbers into your spreadsheet, your mind is restlessly occupied, your leg jogging under your desk. It is bad enough that you unplug your laptop and try out the treadmill desk by the window only to return to your chair a little breathless. You need to pick up your anxiety medication, buy groceries, pack your bag for the weekend you’re spending at your mother’s house. And you have a date at seven tonight, a real one at a restaurant with a girl you met on an app. Anticipation flutter-kicks in your stomach.


          Movement beside you, a hand in front of your face. You blink, tearing your gaze from your screen.


          “Per,” Haim says, like it isn’t the first time he’s called your name. The rest of your coworkers’ desks, you realize, are empty. Your skin crawls. “Lunch?”


          “Oh,” you say. Your voice comes out scratchy with disuse. “Yeah. Sure.”
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          Anja has eyes the color of a sliding grass serpent and dark hair that falls to her shoulders, gold-shine highlights winking at you from across your candlelit table. She is wearing a backless black dress, and gloss sheens across her lips. Layered red-brown kiss marks stain the rim of her wineglass. You wonder, in your slacks and collared shirt, if she thinks you are underdressed. Anja takes a bite of her fish, knife squealing against her plate. You swallow a forkful of risotto.


          “I like your name, by the way,” she says. “It’s nice. Poetic.”


          She’d said something similar over your messages. Dreamish, she’d mused, bittersweet. At first you weren’t sure if she meant it as a compliment. Anja’s texts are dry, without inflection. In person, though, she is too bright to look at head-on. Her smile hangs on her twisted left canine, which tingles down your spine. You tell her, an easy admission, that she is beautiful.


          It isn’t until later, her bare thigh pressed sticky-warm against yours, that you notice it. A knob of skin behind her ear, hard and cold. You feel it as you brush an idle hand through her hair. Anja shivers, turning to face you with something hesitant in the set of her mouth. As though she is weighing the cost of breaking the quiet between you.


          “You can’t laugh,” she says after a long moment.


          “Okay,” you say. “I won’t laugh.”


          She grazes the spot gently. “Memory implant,” she says. Her shoulders hunch, the heat from her body slowly pulling away and leeching into the bedsheets. “I don’t know, my mom set up the appointment. Birthday present. She’s into all that—” a hand wave— “woo-woo stuff.” Anja swallows, searches your gaze. “But I mean,” she adds, “it’s kind of cool. Having it. Sometimes I’ll be stuck on something and I’ll remember what I did in my last life, and it’s like relearning how to ride a bike.”


          You’ve seen a few headlines here and there. Hidden Brain Benefits of Memory Implants, 15 Actors With Famous Past Lives. A few years ago it was this breakthrough science, but these days it’s just something people get done to make themselves feel special, to impress the New Age spiritualists at the yoga studio. You remember thinking that it would be a little funny if you went through the effort of getting an implant just for it to be your first time living anyway. You want to ask Anja if the implant makes her one person or ten, if it hurts to have it inside of her.


          “That’s neat,” you say.


          Anja bites her lip. “You think it’s weird.”


          “No, really,” you insist, and you surprise yourself by meaning it. “It’s cool. I’d want to know who I was before.”


          At this she tilts her head. “You could always get one if you wanted to,” she says, soft. For some reason it makes your chest seize hearing her say it aloud. Anja backtracks almost instantly. You wonder, and worry, if something showed on your face. “Or not, you know, some people don’t bother, right?”


          You don’t have a good answer for that, so you stroke her hair again, drag the pad of your thumb down her collarbone. Her face goes soft. You like her; you like that you can see the reflection of her thinking on her face before she says anything. You wonder if another version of her has ever crossed paths with another version of you.


          “We should do this again,” you murmur.


          Anja lays her head on your chest. Your heart hammers against your ribs. When you leave, you think, you will kiss her goodbye, and then you will block her, and she will get over it.
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          You catch yourself thinking about it without meaning to. The rubber band of your focus pulls back, springs between tasks, then returns to the same baseline. As you click at your keyboard, your wrists twinging, you wonder if you spent your last life clocking in and clocking out until you died. You can’t decide if it would be better or worse if you did. Best, probably, not to know at all.


          It isn’t even that you hate your job. You’re good at it. It pays fine. There is little for you to complain about. But you suppose that possibility has made you curious. You want to know if you were ever something more, or if this is as good as things will get.


          The clock ticks five. You gather your things, loosen your tie. Outside, the sky is already bruised purple-red with sunset.
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          Your mother’s house gets smaller every time you visit her. She has a habit of holding onto things, and now that your father is gone she spends her time excavating old memories and forgetting to return them to the attic. You step around photo albums, pearl-trimmed jewelry boxes, the crate where your father kept his vinyl—a framed photo of him blinks at you from the wall by the stairs. You are greeted by the strange, blended aromas of incense and chole, sandalwood and garam masala.


          “You’re too skinny now,” your mother says. Age has made her smaller, squatter. She spoons extra food onto your plate, and she refills your glass of water. With a pinch at your bicep: “Look at you. No meat on your bones.”


          Your chest pulls taut, your answering smile helpless. “I know, Mom.”


          She sits beside you at the table, watching as you chew. “And you know,” she adds, conspiratorial, “girls like a little muscle on a guy.” This punctuated with a knowing Look. You think, with a flash of guilt, about Anja, her skin under your hands.


          “I’ll eat better,” you agree, dry-mouthed.


          Your mother grins. “There’s my good boy.”


          She does not let you do the dishes, but you get away with wiping the table. One of the lightbulbs in the kitchen is dead, four different candles stacked atop each other on the counter by the stove. You don’t remember your mother looking this fragile, like she could fall, like she could break, but there’s a boniness to her that wasn’t there before. Next
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