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THE LABYRINTH

THE CREATION OF ADAM
BY MICHELANGELO (1508-1512)

The body is already there—
formed, placed,

resting in the slope of earth
as if the ground

still holds its weight.

Nothing is missing

that can be named.

Only this—

a span no measure can close.

He does not rise.

One arm extends,

the wrist slack,

fingers uncommitted—
not reaching,

only available.

Across from him,
motion is gathered

and held.

Not arrival—

but force,

drawn tight

around a single direction.
Figures press within it,
contained like breath
before release.

The hand comes forward—
index fixed,

the rest withdrawn,

as if the charge

must pass through

one point only.

Between them,

air holds—
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a thin field
where contact waits
without occurring.

The space does not close.
It carries.

A breath

not yet taken,

a word

not yet shaped,

a life

not yet claimed.

He lies

with the ease of something
that has not begun.

The other does not waver.
Still—

no touch.

As if the instant
must remain open

to remain exact.

The distance stays,
and in it,

the weight of what is given
without being held,
what begins

without crossing,
what exists

because it has not yet
become.
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THE FAILIL OF LUCIFER
BY PETER PAUL RUBENS (1620)

The fall begins
before the body descends.

A shift in direction—
small enough

that the heavens

still appear willing

to contain him.

Above,

the air remains ordered.
Wings hold their structure.
Light continues

across the surface of armor
without interruption.

Only the movement changes.

Around him,

the others begin collapsing
through the opened height,
their bodies turning

within a gravity

that has already decided them.

No fire follows.
No abyss announces itself.

The distance alone
becomes irreversible.

He does not reach upward.
That is already finished.
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Instead,

the body holds

its former shape

while passing completely
out of the order

that gave it meaning,.

Feathers scatter

through the descending air
like fragments

of a structutre

unable to survive separation
from its own source.

Below,

darkness does not rise to meet him.

It waits—

vast enough

that even now,

while light still touches him,
the fall appears endless.

And in that suspension,
between radiance
and disappearance,

the face remains turned
not toward the abyss,

but back

toward the height

that continues existing
without him.
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IB

Ib Railway Station is famons for having the shortest name of any railway station
in India. Located in the [harsuguda district of Odisha, it derives its two-letter name
Sfrom the nearby 1b River, a tributary of the Mabhanadi.

Paint flaking from the walls, a clock no one remembers to
wind,

the bench painted a year ago still gleaming like a waiting
bride.

A faded timetable, a loudspeaker squeaking louder

than its feeble announcements.

Tracks stretching away both ways further than sight.

A handpump, giving more than it should,

water falling into a dent in the ground,

every time a parched hand pulls.

Tea craving the cup, steam tired of the kettle’s pout,
Tiln hasn’t served a soul since dawn,

flies hover over empty glasses,

heat trapped in them like stored power.

TC babn, dressed as usual, walking the length of the
platform.

Express trains roar past without slowing,
not even a glance for this stop;
passenger trains vomit a few locals,

who disperse faster than the steam

of the tired engine, chugging dutifully.

The old banana seller, not seen today, she was ill, they said;
the monkeys cleverly skipped their shifts.

At the counter, a man half-asleep on his chair,

under a creaking fan, he studies too hard at night school;
they say he has potential to be a ticket collector someday
blind to the occupational hazards:

the noon sun piercing the sparse shade

of the tree where the collector stands,
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picking repeat offenders every day;

his attendance painted in salt—

white rail routes on his black blazer

he postpones taking to the dry cleaner, fifty miles away.
Another passenger train arrives,

and Ib wakes from another siesta.
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THE UMBRELLA VILLAGE

The block officer arrived at noon

in a white jeep full of dust.

A loudspeaker tied to the roof announced
that the internet was entering the village.

Nobody reacted.

Only Babban's buffalo
lifted her head from the pond
and bellowed loudly toward the fields.

The officer smiled.

He said now letters could travel
without bicycle or train,

that anyone could speak to anyone
at any time.

Dadi Setn said,

“Then write to Raju,

tell him to come home.

Laali is of marriageable age now.”

The officer bent toward his assistant.
The assistant whispered back,
“Rajn is in jail.”

By evening

the tower had begun rising

on Nandn’s wheat field.

He stood in the dust

beating his chest.

His compensation hadn't arrived yet,
perhaps stuck in a “digital server”.

A battery arrived on a bullock cart.
Honest Media called it green tech.
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Two oxen trudged in circles all afternoon
recharging the tower battery.

Rumour spread quickly.

The tower with its flashing red light
clicked pictures all night,

for quiet surveillance.

Umbrellas were held open after dark
by those passing beneath
the new postman's tower.

From the tower’s height
umbrellas drifted through the village
like cautious black beetles.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




THE LABYRINTH

THE LABYRINTH
(CHAKRAVYUH)

Before the labyrinth,
I had a name.

I must have—
but it won’t survive the entry.

Identity is the first thing
the walls consume.

Once inside,

there will be no distance
between me and the labyrinth—
only a lethal proximity.

No enemy either—

just something wearing my voice,
moving ahead of me,

bleeding when I bleed.

Every step forward
is regressive—
a subtraction.

If I make it out—
will I be free?

Or will the edifice of the labyrinth
take residence inside me,

an invisible design
repeating itself
in every choice I make?

To kill or be killed—
that is not a question of war,
but of failed choice.
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Some battles do not demand decisions.
They demand participation.

Violence does not catre
which side of the blade
you stand on.

It only cares
that you belong to it.

A man who wakes
and begins to move
is not awake.

He is deeper gone—

walking inside a dream
forgetting that
it is just a dream.

Reality, at that point,
is just a shadow unnoticed.

And then comes
the light of decision—

cold, indifferent, complete.

A white, vertical light
that removes shadows
so nothing can hide—

in that light,
from cowardice to courage,
everything flattens.

On one side of the scale:
impotence—
the refusal to act.
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On the other:
manhood—
the excuse to destroy.

And the YinYang balances at the center—

BHFH

sharp enough to cut both ways,
clean enough to look honest,
heavy enough

to decide everything

without ever being decided.

Note from the poet: Drawing on the ancient Indian concept of the Chakravynh—
a war formation designed to entrap rather than merely confront—and the broader
use of labyrinthine strategies in early warfare, this poem reimagines conflict as a
system that dissolves identity from within.
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ABOUT THE WRITER:

TUSHAR SEN is a finance professional who also engages in sustained
creative and scholarly writing. He is the author of Pandora’s Box, a
collection of short stoties available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and
Audible. In 2020, he wrote and produced the short film Zu/f, which
screened internationally and received 22 laurels across film festivals.
He recently got selected for LADAKH - closer to the moon Residency
Program for writers. His poetry has appeared in The Mathematical
Intelligencer (Springer-Nature), The Deronda Review, Sortes, Lekb, Indian
Review, Writers Resist, SpecPo VVerse, Flora Fiction, New 1 erse Review, The
Gilded Weathervane, Ecological Citizen, Military Review, The Orchards Poetry
Journal and Afrocritik.
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THE O:JA&L FREE PRESSES PRESS PAMPHLET SERIES

Discover the O:JA&L Free Presses pamphlet series: a growing, freely
accessible library of compact literary works from Buttonhook Press, Hot
Button Press, and High Button Press. Since 2020, these downloadable
pamphlets have showcased distinctive voices in poetty, prose, flash, haibun,
haiga, ekphrasis, Americana, formal verse, criticism, craft, translation, and
collaboration. Designed for readers, teachers, writers, and arts communities,
each title offers a vivid entry point into contemporary literature and visual
imagination. Browse the series to encounter accomplished authors, emerging
talents, inventive forms, and compelling artistic conversations—serious small-
press publishing, open to every curious reader, everywhere, anytime, free.

2020
Safe Spaces: A Pretty Lie
Editorials on Issues of Poetic Practice by Rachel Custer

Against Art as a Radical Subjectivity

Editorials on Issues of Poetic Practice by Rachel Custer

Songs on the Way to God: A Theory of Poetics
Editorials on Issues of Poetic Practice by Rachel Custer

The Artistic Power of Silence: On Letting Art Speak for Itself
Editorials on Issues of Poetic Practice by Rachel Custer

Special Edition: Experimental Discourse

...are serious offenses, and...

A closet drama in two acts by Anthony Hamilton

How to Love a Headstone

Poetry by Sloane Asakura
The Last of the Gallants
Poetry by Atar Hadari

2021
Salt
Poetry by Amanda Leal

Deer in Fog at Twilight Near Squalicum Lake Road
Poetry by Richard Widerkehr
Democracy has Lifted Up Its Voice
Poetry by Mike Puican
2YC Review: The Works
Poetry and prose by members of the Two-Year College Caucus at AWP

Promises
Poetry by Ellis Elliott
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Home
Poetry by Amanda Leal
Study of Burkas

A poem by Dana Sonnenschein

The Open Window
Flash vignettes by O.G. Rose

Light in the Cathedral: Russian/English Poems

Poetry in two languages by Andrey Gritsman

2022
Poems for Families
Poetry by Kirby Olson
Mogollon Rim
Poetry by Allisa Cherry

Hanno
Poetry by John-Michael Bloomquist
Poem scrawled on a maize-sheaf for her (last offering)

Poetry and art by Arturo Desimone

The Curve of the Open Page
A poem by Bruce Bond

Mutder in the House: The "Nutshells" of Frances Glessner Lee
Poetry by Jessica Purdy
War and Riff
Haibun by Keith Polette
Family Photo of America
Poetry by Lynn Potts
Chester River Reverie
Poetry by Priscilla Long
Salton Sea
A short story by Mike Murray
The Fiddler
Poetry by Tim Hunt

A Balloon Called Young America
Poetry by Jennifer Clark

High Fashion
Featured Collaboration

Poetry by Adjei Agyei-Baah & Fine Art Photography by Jerome Berglund
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2023
Rain Comes to the Central Valley
Poetry by Adrienne Pilon
DECIDUOUS
Poetry by Jean Kane
Potter's Valley Road
Poetry (Americana) by Richard Widerkehr
Old Barn_or How Things Go On
Poetry by Penelope SchotteNothing To Be Sorry For
Poetry by Lynn Cohen

Small Lantern
Featured Haiga Collaborations
Haiku: Hassane Zemmouri and Photography: Megali Bretou & Bea Bauer
A Sport and a Pastime
Haiku (Americana) by Ron Scully
Night Train
Haiku by Jerome Gagnon

The Aquarian Foundation
Poetry (Americana) by Jeffrey Gray

Once There Was a Way
Poetry by Steve Myers
Local Habitations
Poetry by Edison Jennings
Occasions for Listening (Excerpts from a WIP)
Spencer Silverthorne

2024
Needful Things
Micropoems by Ronald J. Scully (Americana)
Designation
Poetry by Wendy Taylor Catlisle
California Summer

Poetry by Michael Lee Johnson
Once Is Enough

Formalist poems by Peter Austin (Americana)
Garden
Poems by Jianquing Zheng (Americana)
Let Me Say This Up Front
Poetry by David James (Americana)
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GEMS
Poems by Larry D. Thomas

BESTIARY
Poems by Larry D. Thomas

2025

WEST Toward Squalicum Mountain
Poems by Richard Weiderkehr

Mississippi River Delta: A Bestiary

Poems by Larry D. Thomas

A Week Late...
Haibun & Tanka Prose by Carolyn Martin
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OJAL Art Incorporated, publishing since 2017 as OPEN: Journal of Arts &
Letters (O:JA&L) and its several imprints, including Buttonhook Press, Hot
Button Press Contemporary Controversies, High Button Press Contemporary Art,
Dally Post Press Cowboy Poetry, Firefight Press Trench Arts & 1 etters, and HAL:
Heuristic Algorithmic Library, supports writers and artists worldwide.

THE O:JA&L FREE PRESSES MASTERS SERIES

The O:JA&L Free Presses Masters Series (from OPEN: Journal of
Arts & Letters) gathers acclaimed writers for concise, downloadable
chapbooks that pair fresh work with candid reflections on craft. Each
installment—often framed by an interview with an associate editor—
opens a window onto how masters of poetry, prose poetry, flash
fiction, and related hybrid forms build voice, compression, and
surprise. Designed as a reader’s invitation and a writer’s toolbox, the
series celebrates literary art that moves fast, cuts deep, and lingers long
after the last line.

Click on the titles below to explore or download the free PDF chapbooks.
PROSE POETRY AND FILASH DISCOURSE

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Brian Clements on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
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The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Mark Budman on Flash
Discourse
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Ray Gonzalez on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Michael Martone on Flash
Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Roberta Allen on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Peter Conners on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Maxine Chernoff on Prose
Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Pedro Ponce on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Kent Dixon on Flash Fiction &
Nonfiction
With an interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

MIXED FORMS: HAIBUN, HAIGA, & TANKA PROSE

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Roberta Beary on Haibun
With an interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

EXPERIMENTAL DISCOURSE

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Jim Meirose on Experimental
Discourse (XP)
With an interview by Associate Editor Warwick Newnham

POETRY: ALL FORMS & STYLES

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Poetry from Bruce McRae
With an Interview by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Poetry from Richard Widerkehr
With an Interview by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

The Dally Post Press Masters Series: Cowboy Poetry from Rod Miller
With an Interview by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

More titles in press
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PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful,
comprehensive, and brimming with inventive prompts and
exercises to make your flash truly leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Y ears of Flash
Nonfuction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for
years. This “portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in
the Flicker is an amazing flash compendium of everything for
anyone who is interested the form. It’s also a writers’ workshop
from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the
latest are Sudden Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States
and Latin America (2010) and Flash Fiction International: Very Short
Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker
is an astonishing illumination—a total history of the form with
essays, strategies and exercises; lessons, examples, how-to’s,
markets, marketing, contests, anthologies, prompts, advice from
pros, new directions (flash film!), reader psychology even—it is
all here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a
fuller single resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone
about it, to boot. You can say flash fiction begins with Aesop;
with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone
Wall Book of Short Fictions (1976)
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“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this
portable workshop is a thorough, indispensable resource for
writers and instructors who want to know more about what this
thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and mote important, how
to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction
(2009) and founder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)

Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon
avatlable now

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”

—J(N'pll Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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for Pamelyn Castos’s FL.ASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a
course outline for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look
forward to your monthly blog to start up again.

David Lignell
Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must
have "portable workshop" workbook for anyone who desires to learn
and practice the many forms of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice
on the writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.
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