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Baudelaire’s ‘Elevation’: A Translation
By DJ Tyrer
Over the pond and over the valley
Over mountain, wood, cloud and sea
Past the sun, past ethereality
Past the bounds of the sphere starry

all born magicians
all of us have the gift to
vanish forever
By Denny E. Marshall

My spirit moves with agility
And like a good swimmer overcome by a wave
You sink far too deep to save
Into an inexpressibly-powerful sensuality

getting a nose bleed
not the best time for that now
surrounded by sharks
By Denny E. Marshall

You flee those deadly vapours
Escape into an untainted air
Like a divine draught beyond compare
That the clear flame refills with rarefied ethers

Mystery

Behind the griefs and sorrows obscene
Which pile their weight upon our lives obscure
They are happy who believe they can soar
Leaping towards fields bright and serene

By Aeronwy Dafies

Lark-like, the mind of the one who thinks
Towards the morning sky freely expands
Gliding with certainty, and without effort comprehends
The language of flowers and that of silent things

A strange synchronicity
It all works out for the best;
Merely a coming together of events
Or, manipulated in some other way
We cannot understand?
A mystery!

Wind
By P James Norris
The wind is blowing again, as it has every night since I moved here.Tonight's different though--there's an
expectation.Not in the voices, but in me.
Somehow, I know it's happening tonight.
I anxiously try to drown them out.I play the stereo as loud as it will go.I vacuum.Run the dishwasher.The
washing machine.
But they drop in pitch, so low they cause the whole house vibrate.
It's too much--like it's the house talking, possessed by the voices.
I turn everything off.
They return to normal--high-pitched, coming in snatches, just out of synch with the howling wind.
<...listen...>
After a few weeks in this house, I'd hear the voices and glimpse shapes blowing past the windows so fast I
couldn't recognize them.
Blown by the wind.
<...watch...>
I told myself they were common things:pieces of newspaper, bags, leaves.But I never found them trapped in the
fence the next morning.
Later, I realized the voices were putting words with the shapes.
<...learn...>
When I was young, I used to dream I was out in a strong wind.Raising my arms, the wind would lift me off the
ground.The higher I lifted my arms, the faster I would rise.I could fly.
But I always flew too high.Always lost control.
Shortly after moving here, I had the dream again, and tonight the voices are making it come true.
I'm being changed.
<...understand...>
Tonight I will.
In the dream, I always lose control.

No Longer a Swinger
By Michael Lee Johnson
This painted cat
on my balcony
hangs in this sun,
bleaches out
its wooden
survival kit,
cut shortthen rots
chips
paint
cracks
widen in joints,
no infant sparrow wings
nestled in this hole
beneath its neckthen falls down.
No longer a swinger
in latter days, August wind.

Three Magicians
By Denny E. Marshall
Three magicians are out in the forest. One of them breaks off a branch, straddles it and flies
around the other two magicians. Once he lands, one of the other magicians breaks off a bigger
branch from another tree, straddles it and flies even faster and higher then the first magician. The
second magician lands and both her and the first magician look up at the third magician to see if
they’ll be outdone.
The third magician shakes his head and says, “No, I can’t drive a stick.”
First Published in Postcard Shorts July 2016

A Place of Water

By The River

By Meg Smith

By DS Davidson

Driftwood
bones
antlers
and there, there we are,
within and without.
Only in you
I could build,
only in you
these bear claws on the shore,
for you, this tidepool,
and I will always reach,
because there we walked,
there we wove,
there we stood,
but still.

Down by the river
Moonlight reflected silver
A figure
A lover, tender and strange
Only ever there
Lovemaking lit by moonbeams
No name
Fey nature
Rumours of ghosts
Delusion or dream
Or, just someone
Who prefers anonymity
And, the caress of the moon
On bare skin?

Light Changes
By Carl Fuerst
Brittany woke to the shrill squeals of her two young daughters arguing outside her bedroom door,
which was strange because Brittany did not remember ever being pregnant, let alone giving birth.
She rolled onto her stomach. She pushed her face into a pillow. She didn't recognize the
smell of the sheets, nor the room's grey walls, nor the dusty best seller next to the empty phone
charger on the nightstand. She was not hungover, nor did she crave a cigarette, nor had she fallen
asleep on top of a pile of coats is somoene's absent roomates' bedroom.
She left the bedroom. She caressed two toddler-aged heads, unthinkingly, as one might dunk
fingertips in holy water while hurrying into church. She walked down the hall and into the
bathroom, where she regarded herself in the mirror and instantly understood the problem: her wings
were gone.
This was not the molting that she occasionally endured during her teenage years—those
unpredictable seasons when iridescent scales sloughed off her body, exposing fragile arcs of naked
scaffolding, like branches stripped of leaves, or like the antlers of a deer.
This was more complete than that. Only small constellations of itchy white bumps marked
where her wing-bones once pushed through the skin.
It seemed like only hours ago when she’d soared through boundless, moon-streaked nights in
the unchallenging company of friends whose middle names she'd never learned, exploring endless,
vacant, exquisite cartographies. But here she was, grounded, and with teeth more suited for opening
packets of fruit snacks than tearing flesh from bone, and with skin like a deflated balloon, and with
limbs that surged with strength she’d never known. Her eyes were brilliant, focused, and clear.
Small, probing fingers jutted through the gap between the carpet and the bathroom door.
Later that morning, she sat at a table with her two daughters plus a thumb-shaped man
slumping into the fourth decade of his life. His forearms were hairy bowling pins.His method of
chewing waffles produced the sound of ripe fruit being smashed under the soles of wet and heavy
boots.
Brittany was worried for these people. She knew them better than she knew herself, and they
were strangers. She felt trapped by their stares. She missed them even while they sat with her at the
table.
At work that day, she slinked into her cubicle, afraid that her co-workers would notice the
sudden change and force her into prying conversations. But as the day wore on, the only difference
she detected was that the worries and fears and preoccupations of her colleagues that she once found
as inscrutable and distant as black holes had now become her own.
That evening she stood on the sidewalk in front of the house. A storm battered chain link
fence. A trampled, frost-damaged lawn. A derelict jack-o-lantern rotting in the untended garden.
The descending night turned the windows into bright cards scattered across a table. Into
sheets of translucent fabric illuminated from behind. In the back of her mind she clung to a brilliant,
shining glimpse at a vast sea.
The air was crisp and new-smelling, and clouds hurried past the moon. The sky pulled
at her. She felt an itching in her back, where her wings used to be.
She walked up the stoop, dropped a trembling hand on the doorknob, and, fearfully, she
chose to go inside.
Ends

The Boy
By Melodie Corrigall
Driving home from the airport, her husband Tom safely dispatched, Diane had assured herself
that the house would be just as they had left it. Gremlins wouldn’t have come in to scour the
place, top to bottom. That, at least, was true. The place still had a comforting lived-in look: a
pair of winter gloves abandoned on the floor, a ring of keys dangling off of the hook. But there
was a subtle difference. She had returned as a voyeur, a visitor. She was uncertain where to sit
and when the boy would appear.
“Come, come,” he would whisper and disappear around the corner. But he was dead, how
could he call her?
It was the spectre of death that triggered his appearances, perhaps because death reminded
her of his accident years earlier, but his visits were less disquieting with her husband nearby.
Tom had a way of scaring off night demons and overpowering uncertainties. With Tom gone,
the shadow of death—of her mortality—hovered in the wings.
“The test results are not definite,” the specialist had said. “There are more tests we should
do.” But his troubled eyes contradicted his reassuring words. When he spoke, she had felt the
boy’s feathery hand on her shoulder. If Tom had known about the call for further tests, he would
have found statistics to prove all would be well, and then cancelled his flight.
Diane slipped off her jacket, hung it over the other jackets on the newel post and drifted
into the living room. She picked up the empty coffee cup from the table near Tom’s chair,
leaving his frayed slippers where he had abandoned them. The day before,
they had made a special trip to buy replacements in order not to embarrass him in front of
his Middle Eastern hosts.
“What do you think?” he had laughed, shuffling around the house, “My poor old slippers
did good duty for 15 years only to be chucked out the door now that I got this high paying
contract. What about loyalty?”
The sun streamed in the windows but in witness to their early morning departure, the lights
were blazing throughout the house. Diane drifted from room to room and switched them off,
banishing the shadows into the corners. On reaching the kitchen, she plugged in the kettle. Tea
seemed in order, something to lift her spirits. When the boy was alive, she had been too young
for tea.
Previously when home alone she had known that other people—her husband, her son, or
her sister—would return soon, or could be back on short notice. But by now Tom was too far
away to come home in under twenty-four hours. Even had she called and confessed her medical
concerns he could not perform miracles. And her horror was not of death but of the slow demise
with excruciating interventions her mother had suffered.
Later that evening, standard procedure, Tom phoned to report a safe arrival, “The eagle has
landed,” he said jovially although his job was not dangerous. “So you’re there?” she said. “Well,
of course, I am,” he said angry that she had refused to go with him: her pretext an outstanding
project. She had promised to join him when she could. “I’ll worry what you’re up to,” he’d
insisted. He didn’t mean an affair that was not their style. And after all these years he had
forgotten about the boy.
She had only talked of the boy once years earlier when she and Tom were in the first throes
of love and shared intimacies into the night. Then, as now, Tom had nodded and rubbed her back
but filtered what she said into need to know and eccentricities.
So, much as Tom pleaded, she had refused to make a plane reservation. She had sensed the
boy was carrying a message she needed to hear. It reminded her of when he had told her not to
climb the tree; now, as then, he looked out for her. Maybe he was saying that foreign country is
not for you, stay with me here.

The boy had lived and died in primary colours over fifty years earlier. He had been blond
and powerful that last time she saw him, perched above her in the tree. She had been a grade six
student on her way to school—seven blocks from her house, all uphill as she complained to her
mother. As usual, she was trudging along slowly, doomed to arrive late and to find the other
children tucked into their classrooms.
A short cut took her across an open playing field and then up a steep bank to the
playground. That day, along with her crumpled schoolbook, she carried a bag of empty egg
cartons, which she had belatedly brought for the school fundraiser. When she reached the last
turn, she saw the older boys, perched in a large tree. They were hunkered against the sky like
birds of prey.
One of the boys called to her, “It’s too late to bring in those cartons. They don’t want
them.” Then like cawing crows, they had all joined in, urging her to climb up into the tree and
give them her donation.
She had stared up at the eager faces; some boys were patting branches nearby invitingly as
if they had been awaiting her arrival. She held her bag close to her uncertain what to do. “No,”
shouted the fair-haired boy, the one who died. “They’re just teasing.
Don’t climb the tree; it’s dangerous. Run to school, the elementary bell is going to ring.”
Flushed warm by his attention, she had taken his advice.
A week later she had been shocked to hear that he was dead. Her memory of how and why
he died was fractured, like a mosaic. From whispers in the school hall and at her home, she
learned that he had fallen from a tree unto the cement patio in his back yard. His horrified father
had witnessed the accident. After his death, his family moved away.
Six months later, her father was transferred out west but the memory stayed strong. Over
the years, like a watchful brother, the boy had followed her. Even as an adult, after a busy day
running errands, meeting deadlines, celebrating holidays with Tom and her son, late at night
when things were quiet, he sometimes appeared: young and hopeful. She had struggled to
unlock his name. It was a common name, she was sure.
Now decades later, he had moved in. When she entered a room, she could feel that he had
just left. When she glanced out at the back yard, the gate moved slightly. She could hear his
laughter, the confident cheerful voice before the silence.
She wanted to ask him how he died, that simple. As if when you get to a certain stage and
all the housekeeping is done, the tasks of being a mother and a wife, a neighbour and an
employee, you have to ask a few questions before you call it a day.
These were thoughts she could never share with Tom. She and her husband had drifted
apart; what could she say to him? This was their first spring in the new house—the house that
was to herald the rebirth of their marriage, a new start—and Tom was in another country and
she here with the boy.
They had moved in at Christmas. Now the snow had melted, she could finally view the
back garden. Pulling a sweater around her shoulders, Diane stepped onto the back porch careful
to not slip on the wet wood.
It was a glorious day, the birds in full chorus and the sun poking through the clouds. She
leaned her head back to feel the warmth, and there it was. An apple tree, its welcoming arms
open just within reach of the porch.
High in the branches, within arms length, was an empty bird feeder. “Are you going to feed
the birds?” said a small voice. Yes, she’d do it. She would climb up and get the feeder, clean it
and fill it with seed.
Diane clambered unto the porch railing and leaned forward. It was a stretch but the birds
were calling “come up” just like the boys in the tree had and this time the boy was joining in
encouragingly.

She hadn’t climbed a tree since she was a child. Before the boy had fallen, climbing trees
had been her passion—seeing the world from on high: what power, what wonder. Diane pulled
off her shoes and grabbed the porch post; it would not be difficult. Danny, the name exploded in
her mind that was his name—Danny.
Here she was in her prime her body still free and agile not like her mother’s contorted body
at the end, constrained by laws and interventions. Diane clasped the damp branch; this was the
very tree. She would join the crows, which were sitting above, waiting. She would fly again.
Ends

Elemental Elements
By DJ Tyrer
Elements of the world given form
As if crafted by mind rather than wind or rain
Elemental entities with a spark of life
Or, mere simulacra and nothing more
Or, something else, a third option we cannot understand?
Does the rain weep for us
Or, does the rain merely follow the call of gravity?
Do the flames dance for us
Or, is their movement nothing more than illusion?
What is the truth?
What is real?
Must the answer be an ‘either or’?

Any Card
By Mark Colbourne

The stage is small with the lights too bright and close. A heat uncomfortable and immediate. My
volunteer - reluctantly coaxed from the anonymity of the audience - suffers beside me. A matt of
perspiration distils to a nervous bead of sweat, exploring the curve of her forehead in a tentative
foray. Her top struggles to contain an ample chest. Her pug nose is uncertainly raised. There is a
smile forced to smother the embarrassment. She wants to show that she's a good sport; that she's
happy to take part. We're all so keen to tell the world that we're here to enjoy ourselves. No one
likes to be considered a killjoy.
From my jacket pocket, I take a sealed deck of cards. My hands are raised high before
the audience. My head turns to acknowledge the front tables – the bodies which surround them,
the glasses they accumulate, the chicken-in-a-basket meals which settle in stomachs beneath the
flat lager and dull white wine. My smile is warm; my voice reassuring. My spiel flows like the
well-practiced pitch of a salesman.
I announce that this is a brand new pack, straight off the shelf.
Offering the cards to my volunteer, I ask if she would agree? With only the briefest of
glances, she nods her head. Yes.
Everyone likes a trick. Everyone is willing to join in, to allow themselves to be led. More
than anything, we would all like to be amazed.
Holding the cards, I promise the room that this is nothing other than an ordinary deck.
Fifty two players. Four whole suits. Four Jacks, four Queens, four Kings. You could buy a pack
like this from any shop in the country. With something of a flourish, I remove the plastic
wrapping before shuffling – a clear dexterity on display. The volunteer watches my hands; the
crowd watches my hands. They listen to my words as I explain. Across a six inch gap, I flick the
pack from one palm to another. There is a satisfying thrip as each card motors through the air.
The volunteer's smile creeps towards something more genuine. Those nerves remain, of course –
the question mark which hovers over what might happen next - but a small element in her
composure relaxes; the body language opens ajar. She is entertained, and that's beginning to
counter the discomfort. I can tell these things. I have something of an eye for them. It is my job
to register the details that everyone else ignores.

I ask the volunteer to cut the pack. As she obliges, my gratitude is disarming. A
generosity of praise inordinate to the accomplishment. And now her focus is no longer upon my
hands. Instead, she watches my grin – my showbusiness smile. She looks at my teeth and lips and
slowly up to my encouraging eyes. At this angle, with the stage lights so fierce and alive, the
front tables cease to exist. The busy bar at the back disappears. The room inbetween has fallen
away. I gather the deck once more in my hands and, as it always does and always will, an image
of Helen arrives in my mind.
Abracadbra. Hocus-pocus. Alakazam.
Fanning the playing cards like a peacock in fear, I spread them before my volunteer.
Pick a card, I tell her.
Any card.
She chews her bottom lip in contemplation, so eager to confound any steer or suggestion.
Although, of course, there is a tedious reality which undermines the moment. It is cold
and blunt and it is that her choice will not matter. There is no choice. Not really. Not here. Not
anywhere. Certain people – in certain situations - have no choice at all. There is only the
inevitable. There is only the card that we take even when the whole, wide-open pack presents
itself. Some people are in thrall to fate, to the set path they find themselves to have fallen upon.
Just like my volunteer. Just like Helen.
She reaches out with podgy thumb and forefinger to pull a card from the deck.
My hands are sleight. My hands are swifter than the human eye.
We all want to see something that we cannot believe.
We all dream of magic. We all wish for a miracle.
Looking away, I theatrically shield my eyes. I beg my volunteer to refrain from showing
me her selection, recoiling as if it were aflame. From my pocket I produce a black marker pen
and wave it towards her. Under my instruction, she signs her name across the card's face before
sliding it back amongst its siblings. I make the crimp as I fold the pack and proceed with a Hindu
Shuffle. I tell her that I’m burying it in the deck. She listens to my voice, she watches my eyes.
My hands are discreet. The movement is delicate and tender, like a doctor’s bedside manner, like
the medics who crept around Helen’s room on that last day: occupied and purposeful yet gentle
and unhurried. The understanding complicit that although the process was underway and
irreversible, all parties should be seen to be making every possible effort. It’s all about show. It’s
all about the distractions we generate to make the rest of the world forget what’s actually
happening; to occupy our thoughts while we sit and wait for the final reveal.

Giving the volunteer my thanks, I take a top hat from the small, waist-high stand at my
side. In my left hand I hold the rim with the crown facing the floor. In my right I prepare to palm
the crimped card. I toss the pack a foot in the air. Momentum binds the cards together before
gravity crashes them down and nearly apart. I catch them in the hat just as they break and roll the
rim as if swilling water around a bucket.
I ask my volunteer if she believes I could pick blindfolded her card from the hat. She
shakes her head and tells me that she doubts it very much.
So do I, I reply, quick as a flash. What do you think I am? A magician?
The audience laugh politely. Of course they think that I’m a magician. That’s the joke.
But I’m not. Not in the literal sense of the word. No, I’m a cabaret conjurer. Third on the
bill at seaside theatres. A warm up act for the working mens’ clubs. This isn’t magic. This is
practice and graft. This is skill and learning and sleight of hand. This is, as we are all more than
aware, a trick. Real magic isn't here on this stage; it isn't with us tonight. No matter how hard we
wish. No matter how great our will.
I remember being perched on the edge of the chair in the hospital room. The soft hum of
the machines. The smell of antiseptic and finality. Helen lay slipping away before me and the
miracle I wanted never arrived. The magic we needed never came to pass.
Then would you believe, I announce aloud, the question now thrown open to the
audience who will be enjoying a ticket of Bingo the second my act draws to its close, that I could
catch blindfolded the card from mid-air?
The audience groans a collective no. They say they do not believe, but this is their part in
the play. In their hearts and minds, of course they believe. It’s an act. A performance that includes
us all. We build the suspense. The whole room pulls their weight. Everyone does what’s
expected.
At the time, the doctor explained that it wouldn’t be long and all they could do was to try
and ease the pain. I was told to wait and be there for her. To hold her hand through those last few
hours. Our daughter was trying to get a flight from America where she was working at the time.
It looked unlikely that she’d manage to get back before it was too late.
We all have a script to follow. We all have a role defined.
I forage a blindfold from my trouser pocket and hand it to my volunteer, wondering if
she’d be kind enough to assist me one last time. I stand stock still as she walks to my rear and
reaches up on tip toes, those holiday-camp-fed fingers winding the cloth around my eyes before
tying a tight knot at the back of my head.

She asks me if it’s ok.
Who said that? I blurt, faux-alarmed.
The audience laugh. They’re with me now.
I was with Helen when her breathing slowed - a ghastly, heaving sound - and all the
magic and medicine in the world couldn't make it right again.
With a snap of the wrist, I launch the cards from the hat in an explosion of suits and
characters. As they shower across the stage, I thrust my arm into the air with a fake snatch. The
palmed card passes from my shirt sleeve to my fingertips. The movement is fluid. The action
nimble. The effect runs quicker than the eye can truly see. I stand, arm outstretched and holding
the card aloft.
Is this your card? I ask my volunteer, tugging the blindfold away from my eyes.
Yes, she says, acknowledging her own scrawl. The audience clap politely, aware that the
end draws near.
I thank my volunteer and wave my hands in front of each other to complete the show
with a vanish. A little something extra to bring the house down. A small addition to wet the
appetite of the vacationing crowd. I throw the card above my head where it disappears with a
flash and a bang and a puff of smoke. The volunteer gasps. The audience applauds.
Magic, you see.
Up close and right between the two of us, she thinks that this is real magic.
But real magic is as vanished as the card. Real magic like falling in love, like meeting
someone for the first time and just knowing that you’ll be with them until they’re forced to leave.
Real magic like the smile they can give you. Real magic like holding them close and realising
that this is where you want to be. And it’s real because there is no illusion. There is no set up or
gimmick. There is no sleight of hand or redirection of the eye. It’s real precisely because it
cannot be explained. No science, no book, no teacher can ever enlighten us to its reasons.
Nothing in this whole, entire world, can ever tell us why.
I thank the audience.
I bow my head.
I walk to the wings and leave the stage.

Ends

The Magician’s Slothful Secret
By Mark Hudson
There is a café a friend and I sometimes go to,
and one day I was sitting there telling him that I
visited a place called Hell, Michigan with my uncle and family.
My friend said, “The owner’s wife here is from Hell,
Michigan,” and he was right in the back.
I told that to someone, and they said, “A match made in hell.”
But then I went in one day, and a woman was working
and I assumed it was his wife. It is a small business, with very
places to sit, and she seemed to be the owner’s age. So I probably
was right.
I said to my friend, “I had the weirdest memory today.
I remembered watching Bozo the Clown on Chicago television,
and a magician came on and said, “Now kids, I’m going to do
a magic trick, but I want you to close your eyes, otherwise,
you’ll know the secret of the magic trick. So I kept my eyes
open, and something was supposed to vanish from his hands,
and I saw a barely visible string whisk it up in the air.”
The woman behind the counter said, “Oh, when I
was a kid, I was on the Canadian Bozo the Clown TV show!”
“You mean there was such a thing?” I gasped.
Apparently, there was. Another example of a small
world. But I’m glad I’m an adult now, and my spectrum of
entertainment is not limited to the Bozo Circus. Or, that I
don’t live in Hell, Michigan, or the real hell! I guess life
can be like a three-ring circus, and often without a safety net.

Lalleshwari
By Sabrina Smith
I thought I could always remember, but over time, it has become blurred.
We ran out of water two days ago, now all that is left is given to the baby, Lailoni.
The moon waxes large and pregnant; a sliver of silver will be born anew. I know those nights
when I wake to howling sea shanties, warding off danger.
Fear isn’t a concept. That only comes on dry-land, behind a microphone when Lalleshwari
comes and speaks through me, like Lady Oracle.
I have always known how small we all are.
Lailoni cries. It’s hard to remember how we are nothing when her voice is loud and shrill but
I know it is right to become insignificant, right out here, where I belong.
Have always belonged.
Not in front of thousands of people as one collective. Not in the wilds of the mirror-glass
woods and the frozen lakes.
Swamped by the vastness of the oceans. I sit and rock Lailoni in the darkness of the mouldsmelling cabin. We hum to the beat of the sea and as I dream I can almost taste the rust of London.
I dream of the past, of all that once was and my eyes close.
I can see it, them.
I forget how but I chose to come here and live this life.
When I first walk on dry land (for I can’t remember times past) I am on the edge of
seventeen. I come off the boat and know it’s a mistake. I long to give myself back to the ocean so I
cast myself adrift into the sea of London. London’s broken fragility of smoke-filled pubs and slimdepressed things in record shops. I answer a little advert and go to a grubby room, filled with
cigarette ash, ripped lampshades and paper dolls. Inside is a scowling man, spreading glitter like
disease. He goes by the name of Crispin.
“You’re going to be a star,” he says without any hint of a smile and I know those celestial
churnings are within me. I look at him blank and say
“But I already glow,”
“No, I mean literally,” he says, rolling his made up eyes, and I pretend.
Squat-dirt is what makes me, singing to combat boots and men with Mohawks. I’m elevated
in a ripped white dress, beyond the confines of the pits that form of crashing, sweaty bodies.
Lalleshwari comes and speaks. It isn’t me. I am not her, not all the time anyway.
Daisy Chainsaw happens. Somehow Crispin is right. I become the star he speaks about and
sometimes I believe I am more than a speck on the ocean.
Big mistake.
Wilderness has a way of reminding infinity.
Everybody wants to speak but I have nothing but a squeak of a voice. I have people mend my
clothes, paint my face and weave flowers into my hair. Fingertips brush the underside of my
goose-pimpled arms and the soles of my bare feet. Girls who are my reflections come and pamper
me and say:
“How does somebody so small and quiet make such a loud noise?”
Within their eyes I couldn’t see her. Lalleshwari they mystic voice of the sea.

London, in the late 1980s, is decayed and fractured. I love it’s whispering in a city of broken
shadows, the citrus of smoke machines and the wet ooze of black-painted walls reminds me of the
mechanics of the boat. It‘s almost as good as home. The metal rubbish-bins overflow and fill the
vortex of the underground with discarded papers and cans. Crispin and I wander, holding hands, in
a dazed voodoo of our own creation. Traipsing through Camden’s boarded-up shops and unmade
market stalls in the settling frost of five-in-the-morning. Everything is laid out. And I want it but
when I taste it, it is the worst thing in the world.
“You’re beautiful,” he says and tries to kiss me.
“You’re zeitgeist,” he says and gives me pink flowers.
“You’re mine,” he says and undresses me.
And he doesn’t seem to understand that I am never mine to give. I always belong to the sea.
Lalleshwari, like other goddesses, must never shed blood. That promise is broken on the first
night.
i hang the cord of the microphone around my neck and pull so hard I pass out. I try to kill the
voice. I need peace, the forgotten places. London becomes a teeming metropolitan of snarling
bodies and teeth.
My eyes drift back awake, the lids crack open a glimmer of a whispered, frayed edge.
The baby sleeps, safe and sound and the wind abates. It rocks us both to the lullaby of
Lalleshwari that comes out of my mouth. I was not aware that I am singing.
Ends

The Portmanteau Man
By Tushar Jain
Bell rings. Door opens.
"Mrs. Kohli, good afternoon! What a sight your kohl-rimmed eyes are! How is my
favourite customer today? What? Who told you that? Of course I don't say that to every
customer, Mrs. Kohli. That would be nothing short of duplicitous. Chicanery, skulduggery, and
that sort of thing. And as a salesman, one thing you can always count on from me is honesty,
sincerity and courtesy. Well, those are three things but you get the pitcher! What? It's 'picture'
and not 'pitcher'? Umm... are you sure? You are? Then, 'picture' it is! Mrs. Kohli, every other
day, you teach me something new.
You'll be dazzled by what I have for you today. This is the best part of my day! Seeing
the looks on the faces of my customers as I unload this bane of by backbone, this bulging bag of
my bounty! Eyebrows shoot up, jaws lever down and cheeks burn with excitement! Ha! Yes, yes,
you're right. Less talk, more action. It's afternoon after all and you must have work of your own
to get on with. But I request that you rest whenever you can, Mrs. Kohli. Especially in this kind
of weather. Take a – what is it they call it? – a power nap!
It's such a bitterly sunny day outside, I tell you. Bad for my people, so bad. In a matter of
hours, I will be filmed in sweat from head to toe-nail. It's unavoidable. My trade is a tale of
travail, Mrs. Kohli! And the scorching sun worsens everything – the pain, the pathos, the plight,
the p– Here it is! This is what I was looking for. Took a while but I finally found it. This is the
one you asked for na?
'Elated'. What a word. Good choice, Mrs. Kohli, I must say. You can use the word with
almost anything. 'Elated' cushions, 'Elated' dog, 'Elated' spattering of vomit on the parapet. And
here, feel its silky texture! So smooth na? I love the smell of a new word. Best part of my day,
Mrs. Kohli, the very best. Font type? Ha ha! Madam, woh din gaye. Those days are gone. Done
with. Phoosh! Who asks for font type nowadays? These days, it's all about font size. Big is
better. And this one here is a solid thirty-six! And if you must know – though it hardly matters, I
tell you – it's Times New Roman. Ye old faithful!
Arre, why close the door, Mrs. Kohli? Ten minutes more of your time, that's all I want. I
want to show you some brand new maal. Fresh words straight from the factory! They just came
in today morning. Have a look, okay? If you think I'm wasting your time, I'll never darken your
doorstep again. As I said before, you and your mesmeric brown eyes are my absolute favourite,
Mrs. Kohli. All these people in the building? They say to me, 'Salesman, you give Mrs. Kohli
special-special offers' or 'You keep the ekdum best words for Mrs. Kohli.' I tell them 'No-no,
bhabhi ji' or 'Never-never, bhabhi ji', but the honest truth? The plain truth and nothing but the
truth? I do save the best ones for you. And here you are, closing the door in my face. For a
salesman ji, better a slap in the face than a door in the face.
No need for apologies, Mrs. Kohli. I don't believe in the evening of scores. It is an odd
habit. But – but shall I come to the point? My words! My beautiful words! Here's the first one.
'Bestiality'. Oh. How sweet a word! Mellifluous! Melts in the mouth like butter, doesn't
it? Mm. And just look at it! I also have it in camel brown but this brick-red colour is simply
divine. And what a coincidence! It goes so well with your kurta! You and 'Bestiality' are a match
made in heaven, Mrs. Kohli. And it comes in – drum roll, please! – four font sizes! Twenty four,
twenty six, twenty eight and thirty six. Mrs. Kohli, if any other salesman can get you this word
in four font sizes, I will quit my job, leave the company and go back to my village. Will raise
chickens. And try very hard not to think of your cat-like eyes. Haha! I'm not flirting! Just being a
'silly goose', like you sometimes say.

And here's another one! 'Melanoma'. What a gorgeous fruity word! It has melons in it!
Feel it! It's incredible, isn't it? So smooth! I love how – What? Really? Oh... I didn't know that's
what it meant. Hm. This is not good. Meaning is always bad for business, Mrs. Kohli.
'Pusillanimous' used to sell like hot cakes before people found out what it meant. Discovered it
had nothing to do with cats! Tch. I tell you, Mrs. Kohli. This ludicrous obsession with meaning
will be the death of this poor man... Dammit! Like a fool I thought no one would be able to resist
the temptation of some 'Melanoma'.
Never mind, never mind. On we go. Life goes on and so should we. Next word is...
'Tantamount'. This one's a pukka limited edition. One font size and one colour only – forty six
and light salmon. But what a fabulous word, Mrs. Kohli. It's two words for the price of one!
'Tent' and 'Amount'. I will be straightforward with you. Fixed price for this one. Haggling is
useless. The word is simply too much in demand. If I sell it for even a penny less, I will be
hurting my own pocket.
What was that, Mrs. Kohli? What's the latest gossip, you ask? Mrs. Kohli, aap bhi na...
You know I stay out of this whole risky gossip business. But well, I can tell you that your Mr.
Kripalani on the third floor? What a temper he has, baba! I heard him yelling at his children.
Arre, who screams like that at his own little ones? Frightened me so badly I dropped 'Sense'
down the staircase. What a loss it was too. I loved that word. 'Sense'. Simple and everlasting.
And down it fell like Mr. Jack and Miss Jill from that reprehensible hill. Shattered, the word is.
Un-put-togetherable! Humpty-Dumpty-fied! I've tried for weeks now to mend it. But, tch, no
use. Breaks my heart but what can I do? There's no point in trying to make 'Sense' anymore, Mrs.
Kohli. It just won't stick!
What was I talking about? Oh yes, that man, Mr. Kripalani! He gives me the heebiejeebies. So much anger! He's asked for 'Valour' and 'Fortitude'. In sable brown and mustard
yellow. I got them both. They're right here in my bag. But by god, I'm too terrified to hand them
over to him! Bad for business, this is. Customers with a temper.
Mrs. Kohli, here's the last word I have for you today. You know Mrs. Tendulkar from the
ground floor? She's been after my life for this beauty, but as I said, I keep my favourite words for
my favourite customers! I'm – ha! ha! – a man of my word, Mrs. Kohli! And here's the wonder...
'Anaphora'. Oh, what a luscious word! It reminds me of beaches, of being young. How does a
word make you feel young, Mrs. Kohli? I never understood that. 'Anaphora'. It reminds me of
islands, of sand, of childhood... it reminds me of my mother... Actually, I think I'll just hold on to
this one for a little longer... So right you are, Mrs. Kohli. Again, I am a silly goose!
Now, of everything I've shown you, you can – Oh my God! A disaster, Mrs. Kohli! A
catatonic catastrophe! A calamitous concatenation! A conundrumous confounding! Mein Gott!
Look, look what has happened! The words – they have jumbled up at the bottom of my bag! All
mixed up and smashed together! The bus ride here was so jerky. That has to be it, the culprit of
this farce! My poor, poor words! What the hell is 'Onomatopostulate'? What is
'Symphonanoptimum'? And 'Verbatimorose'? God in heaven, what am I supposed to do with
that?! What in the world is 'Hippoplexy'?
Maybe there's still time, Mrs. Kohli. If I hurry back to the factory, perhaps I can salvage
something. And you say I get to travel, you say it's a good life. Hardly, Mrs. Kohli. If only. But
I'll come again tomorrow. Hopefully, all this mess will be straightened out by then. Yes, yes,
thank you, I'll definitely need luck for this. But do remember, please don't forget, I'll trouble you
again tomorrow, Mrs. Kohli... Don't forget, okay?... It's – It's the best part of my day."
Door closes.

Ends

Difficult to Explain
By Da T. Newport
I used to be called by the lift. Yes, the lift, that vertical transport device. How? Just via
telephone. No, no, not by people in the lift, by the lift itself. Typically, she would call me
around 10h-11h in the morning. Every day in the office, sometimes once sometimes
twice, even sometimes in late afternoon. You cannot guess it from the ringing. Indeed
there is an aspect of surprise. It is only after you pick up the phone that you hear.
The first times I actually heard nothing. I understood only later that it was her. I
lifted the phone, in expectation, then, as nothing clear was heard I was concentrating
ever more to pick up a sound, but there was just noise. If you get such a noise on the
line twice in five minutes, you start wondering, but only for a few moments. That did
continue though but then, not always but more often, I heard a peep. A sound that
marks the beginning of an alarm it appeared to me. Such alert close to your ear all of a
sudden is surprising, especially being used to noise. The sharp tune was loud and
clear, started suddenly but did never end. After a few times, holding the phone first at
some distance from my ear, I started to listen more carefully, again for some more
structure to come. I did not discover any. So I also got used to that. When someone
would be in my office around that time, coffee time often, I would simply declare that
the alarm called. I activated the loudspeaker on the phone, turned the volume high and
it was like the fire alarm going off. People would laugh at it, what is that? Just peeeep,
a very long one, it was.
But again, also that changed. Some day it was pure noise again, no structure at
all, not even a peep. I thought we were back and I even thought about no longer caring
about the phone. But then, some morning, I actually heard a voice declaring some
large number, like 1432852, saying the numbers one by one, real slow. You easily
understand that brought some excitement. The numbers were clear and each time I
tried to remember whether I heard the number before, in vain. Then I thought of being
prepared, pencil and paper ready around 10am, picking up the office phone with the
left hand and ready to write with the other. You must know that the number was not
repeated – it was being articulated, and then noise as usual. After a time I had a long
list of numbers, sometimes two per day, for at least three weeks. I took the list with me
at night trying to make sense of the numbers. I first thought it was an increasing
sequence, but that hypothesis failed already in the second week. The numbers
seemed random except that they were long and, still, appeared to be increasing over
about one week, but not always. Or, noise in another guise. I once had the list of
numbers with me when I visited Els. I did not intend to tell her but while feeling for
something in a pocket I took out the list and gave it to Els. She was always ready for
some mystery, so I told her that I got these secret messages, just on my office phone,
and that I was trying to make sense of them. She was her usual self. After a fast
interrogation I became non-existing for her and she studied the numbers attentively for
a few minutes. But even Els could not solve the puzzle, and with her typical
decisiveness, told me in the end it was not interesting. She gave me back the paper

with a quick movement of her hand, and raised another subject. She would be inviting
friends at her place in a couple of weeks. I carefully folded the paper and murmured
something like, to be seen, trying to keep her interest. But she had decided for herself
not to bother.
Numbers continued to be recited, but I no longer wrote them down. I cannot say I
was annoyed by the phone calls, it was a daily companion like the church bells where I
used to live. I counted their number and then laid down the receiver. Oh, I did try to call
her also. At some moment I discovered that there was her number remembered by my
phone system. So I dialed it, curious, but the signal was always busy. I was apparently
not the only one she had contacts with. At this moment you probably have started
wondering how I knew it was the lift that called me. The answer is easy, she told me
herself

It was after quite some time. In fact, I thought the calling had stopped. For at least a
week I did not get any phone call in the morning. I started to forget the whole thing and
when I saw Els in the weekend I told her it had stopped. She merely said, oh yeah,
showing no interest but for asking me whether the last number had been spoken. The
last number, or the last word?I laughed and nothing more. But how big was my
surprise, I have to admit a happy one, when the ring came on Monday morning. I
looked at the clock, yes, 10h30.I was ready for the peep, for noise, for another number
but not for this. After some burps, I heard her voice saying that she wanted to introduce
herself. I was silent, not expecting that. She then said she was the lift and that it was
she who had called me daily over the last months. What to say?I listened carefully and
thought to discover a computer voice, but then computers do not answer.
Unmistakably a woman’s voice even though a bit damped. I asked whether it was
indeed she who had given me a number every day. Her answer was yes, and she
hoped I had written them down. I did not dare to say that I had not been very careful
these last weeks, and changed subject. But the other side had changed into noise
again.
It kept my thoughts busy the whole week naturally. I asked her always where she
was because, you can imagine, I was marveling what lift it could be that called me so
often. The least I can say however was that she was very indirect in answering.
Basically she repeated she was the lift – but I thought, ok, the lift, which one?– and
that she had called me before – ok, I knew. There was no way I could get more
information like where she is or speak with her about the future. On Friday night Els
came by, asking me for the plates of my mother. The silver plates, she said, for the
party tomorrow. I gave them to her while I was telling her about the latest
developments. She continued to be not interested. But look, I tried to catch her
attention, do you really think that is normal?She answered, tomorrow evening dinner at
7 but I guess you come at 9, games at 10.

The games at Els’ parties were highly original but also very boring after a while.
Still I was always curious to see what she invented this time, so that Saturday around
9.30pmI rang the bell downstairs at her apartment. While waiting I remembered my
burning question: what lift is actually calling me?So I was a little absent minded when
greeting the friends. Els told them that I got phone calls from a lift, which however, she
added, is less strange than being called by the stairs. I think they all agreed in a matter
of fact style. I was trying to think it over. But everybody was already waiting for the
announcement of the games. The Els’ games were about to initiate.
We started with the old charades game where Els gave the words that had to be
guessed, making it all less fun of course. Why not simply playing poker, I asked Els
while getting up to take my turn, but she ignored me. I had to play the word ‘vertigo’ but
nobody guessed. Then another friend had to enact ‘to imitate’ and then, the next word
to guess was ‘lift.’I did not find that particularly amusing but the circle seemed to enjoy
it. Then the lights went out, and we all had to sit around the table. I was thinking I need
to get back the plates of my mother, where are they? Els said she had invited a spirit,
but that it would only come if we were all holding hands and closing our eyes. So we
sat. I thought that there was a movie on television that I wanted to see. There was
silence and then I heard a window open and some deep voice entering. Some giggles
and shouting were immediately silenced by Els, who said, welcome spirit, thank you for
doing us the honor to visit us. The deep voice said it enjoyed early universe human
company from time to time, and asked what it could do for us. Els said we all had our
big problems but that for starters I had a special question. Me? The lift, my neighbor
helped. So I played the game, and asked the great spirit to reveal me where is the lift
that calls me every day. The voice did not hesitate – it seemed it was a normal
question, which, I must admit, relieved me already. It said the lift is in a round building,
with red lift doors that open on left and right sides, and travels between 7 floors. I was
thinking, just give me the address, but my turn seemed to be over. The others asked
the more amusing questions and the more amusing answers were heard while I was
running through my memory where ever I might have seen a round building in the city.
The voice went as it had come, not forgetting to close the window behind it. When the
lights went on, we all looked at each other as if we saw each other for the first time, ha,
are you here also. I managed to get out before the next game, where Els had the idea
to play a poem of Nikita Stanescu. It was his lecture on the cube, but I knew the end I
said, and I hurried to leave, forgetting my mother’s silver plates.
The following Monday morning I sat very ready at the phone. It was at 10h30
sharp. After the first ring I picked up the horn and said a firm Hello. She did not answer
at once. But after a very long 10 seconds she basically repeated what she had said the
week before. I was prepared however, and had planned my surprise. I know you are
serving 7 floors in a round building, I was telling. From the moment these words were
out, I realized how utterly nonsensical it was; there was no way that that spirit in Els’
apartment could have known. I had to be less abrupt. I said I knew but that I hoped she
could tell me more about the numbers. She just asked me again whether I had the list
with all the numbers and noise ended the call.

That continued for the whole week, so frustrating.
Friday night was Els bringing the plates. And? Did you find her? No, I said, and Els
saw that I was not very happy about how things were evolving. But did you go and look
for the round building? Do you know where that is? I shaked my head. Come in Els,
where is it? Is there a missile housing or some storage place in the neighborhood that I
have overlooked? Els was thinking in another direction. She said that our ancestors
were building round houses, which are good because wind and waves naturally move
around rather than ripping off corners. I told her she was probably still with Stanescu
and that for me, I had not yet noticed many of those old 7stories-high round houses
around here. Here, I tried to sound funny, apartment buildings are rectangular with
perfect cubes inside serving as lifts. She pushed the plates in under other smaller
plates in a kitchen cabinet and did not look up while I was still shaking my head, come
on Els, lifts in a round building. Look, she said, there are various candidates, tower like
structures aside a building where there is a lift in the middle and the stairs crawling up
around it. You have to integrate better in the city. She suggested some places, in fact,
more than I wished, and she made me promise I would let her know if I found any lift
with red doors.
The following day, Saturday afternoon, I decided to write letters. I thought, I will put
these letters in the lifts and then collect them a little later and see whether I get any
answer. It just did not make sense what Els had told me, randomly visiting these lifts
and then?I would not know anything more afterwards. So therefore the letters. But how
to address a lift?I wrote 10 letters, starting some with Mrs lift, or, Dear lift, Hello lift, Hi
lift, and also with To: lift, the most formal one. I wrote in the letter who I was, with my
office phone number she would surely recognize, and that she could also just leave a
little sign on the paper to say that she is there. As a sort of protection I put each letter
in an envelope.
So I went out, visiting the ten places I had selected. (Els said later that it was she
who gave them to me; she is a city architect you must know.)Each time I had to park
my car, Saturday afternoon in the city you can imagine, find the place, and then the
encounter with the lift. It could be any of the ten, I realized, so each time I had to pause
for a moment to collect myself and to concentrate on my task. I entered the lift making
sure I was alone, which took some time and dexterity to have others move out and
then put my letter against the lift wall on the floor. When I really felt safe I put them in
the corner of the lift, like knocking off a corner of the perfect cube. Oh, I did not dare to
speak, which could have seemed natural given our relation, but see, in general I felt
rather shy. Some lifts had mirrors and it felt uneasy to detect me there, caught red
handed. I asked myself each time whether it would be appropriate to go up some floor,
and then down again, and I did that most of the times except that I often decided to
come down by the stairs. Of course I did not wait in the buildings, and I disappeared
swiftly to find back my car for the next address.
On Sunday I thought I had to go back to collect the letters. But the whole
enterprise seemed now bizarre. When Els called I told her what I had done, but I lied
that I did not find the time till next week to get back the letters. She asked me whether
the lift doors were red, but that was something I had not paid attention to. I thought no

more of it, and decided to see what happened the following morning. But that Monday
nothing happened, and also on Tuesday there was no call. It had been like that before
but in the given circumstances, it upset me. The whole day was ruined after 11am,
when I gave up the hope to be called, only to sit anxiously waiting for the next morning.
But the whole week, there was no call and well, someone else might have said, so be
it, but I could not help blaming me for not having been there the previous Sunday
picking up the letters. How would that story end otherwise?
Now it does often happen that Els passes by on Friday night, but I decided to do
what needed to be done, and I went out to search for the letters. I called her from the
car, saying sorry I was not in and that I still had to find back the letters. She sighed and
predicted they are probably gone by now, but wished me good luck. She was out for
the whole weekend but would visit me in my office she said, Monday at coffee time. I
thought back about the red doors, which indeed could be an important clue after all.
The first six addresses were all grey doors, and no letter was left in the lift. I had to
step inside with other people at various places, and while my looks were scanning the
floor, also trying to look behind persons, some of them looked at me with some
concern. I did not answer their queries, but on one occasion I said there was no
problem because the doors were grey after all, leaving all bewildered. It was in fact
both the 7th and the 8th address that showed lifts with red doors, well orange perhaps
but I was not sure to what extent that spirit with the deep voice could really be trusted
with colors.
The 9th lift I did not enter. The doors were green-gray and it was getting late. One
to go I thought, which kept me driving through the dark rain. It actually was pouring and
just the running from my parked car to the building was enough to get drenched. I saw
people seeking shelter at the entrance door. I pretended to belong inside and pushed
the door. It was locked. People looked at me, so I started to search for keys in my
pocket. I got saved though. A woman just got out of a car, key in the hand and opened
the entrance door of the building. I slipped inside with her. What a weather, no. We
waited at the lift, red doors my god, left and right. She asked me whether I lived in the
building. I said no, but that I was a visitor. She appeared to believe me because she
started speaking about the many people entering the building here and she had no
idea sometimes, and what they left. I nodded. The lift came and we were in. What floor,
she asked?I said 7, showing no hesitation. She lived at 7 apparently because she only
pushed that one button. I looked around in the lift. She said that, to give an example of
the things she found here, there was a letter last week in the lift. It was standing
upright, there in the corner against the lift wall, an envelope but without any address,
with a letter inside. I looked at her as if in disbelief. Yes, she felt encouraged, I came
back from Saturday shopping and well I opened it, I thought perhaps somebody lost it.
I nodded, but mostly to myself. I remembered well that I put it there. The front door had
been open and no one was in the lift then. We were reaching 7.Can you believe it? she
commenced. She had to tell the story. It was a letter to the lift, yes, starting with Dear
Ms. Lift, and then giving a telephone number and everything. She laughed and
laughing makes people halt. We were standing outside the lift in the corridor on the 7 th
floor now, and I told her it is probably some kind

of joke. Still, she continued, a very nice letter really, but what does it mean?I said I did
not know of course, but surely lifts may be unpredictable. I wished her good evening,
and self-assured I started moving to the right, as I had noticed her destination was to
the left. Yes, she answered, difficult to explain.
On Monday morning Els entered my office at around 10h30.I made her a cup of
coffee while she spoke of her trip to the sea. You have to come more often she said, to
sail is to live. Water and wind that hovers over it, as on the day of creation. My mind
was not there. I was about to start speaking of what happened on Friday night when
the office phone rang. I looked at Els, she was looking at the phone, in surprise I
thought. I pressed the loudspeaker and said “hello.” Nothing, And then, suddenly, clear
and free, we heard, it is me, the lift.
Ends

Unmagical
By J. J. Steinfeld
All night, exhausted by disbelief
wearied by incomprehension
you practise your magic
trick after mind-dazzling trick
turning your older self
into your younger self
turning missed opportunities
into accomplishments
turning a broken heart
into a loving memory
turning faltering thoughts
into resounding insights
turning draining unfairness
into invigorating justice
turning an unlikely prediction
into a substantiating fact
turning a sad funeral
into miraculous birth.
Then you acknowledge
to the future and the past
that you have no audience
no verification of your magic
or even your existence
that your existential anxiety
will render any performance
unmagical.

Unmagical was first published in Animal Day II
(A Not One of Us Special Publication).

Birds of Passage
By Neil K. Henderson
"Fat balls?... Not in here, mister. Try the pet shop up the square."
You're starting to feel your age, standing in the queue at Gateway, thinking the girl on the
checkout should really be at school. It creeps up unawares... and not for the first time. What
about that bird in your local Safeway, all those years ago? Fancied her something rotten, you
did. Then the surname on her badge changed, and it slowly dawned that she must've got
married. Never even broke it to you gently. That was when it hit you in a soft place you hadn't
known existed. You were old enough to be her father. Life was passing you by. Of course, your
relationship with her wasn't altered. You still laid your groceries on her belt, and she still put
them into bags for you, as before. But it hadn't been the same; not once you doubted her...
friendly intentions. Didn’t she simply think you were too clapped-out to fill your bags yourself?
Now it’s caught you out again – in another supermarket in another shopping centre. You
bow to the inevitable, make your next middle-aged move. The pet store. "A kilo of wild bird
seed, and do you have anything to dangle for the bluetits? Fat balls, or something...?"
The assistants in these shops always seem to be female, so you never get to unleash the
full fat ball joke: "Have you got fat balls, or do you always walk that way?" As for the tits, the
woman gives you something called a 'bird dumpling'. No doubt there's a joke there somewhere,
but you'd need to be careful not to risk it on one of a certain generation.
So you head off down the road, past the new medical centre and the tree-lined grounds of
the old folks' home, wondering when it'll be your turn for the toothless gape and the spoon-fed
mince, when you see this girl coming towards you over the hill. More of a young woman, really
- older than the checkout girl, but younger than the matron of the pet store. Quite attractive in a
ruffled, unaffected way. She's kind of half jogging, half walking – trying to take off her jacket
without stopping, her arms flapping awkwardly as she goes. You can't help staring, laden as you
are with your supermarket carriers. Witty one-liners about birds' dumplings and dangling tit
treats flash through your mind.
She sees you looking, and says "It's hot!" kind of apologetically, as if there was some
social stigma in taking off your jacket in Glasgow with still one day to go till May was 'oot'.
You feel slightly guilty about your dumpling train of thought; wondering if you've been leering
without realising it. It'll be the dirty raincoat next, you tell yourself – so still some way before
you're totallyobsolete.
You hurry on past, before you say something you'll regret. And now you can't get across
the side road at the roundabout. There's a small white car of some bloody make or other, which
doesn't seem ready to move on. The bus driver at its back is tooting angrily. A closer look
reveals the empty seat behind the wheel. The car has been abandoned in the middle of the busy
road... What next?
You leave the impasse to it, plodding wearily on your way. It crosses your mind that there
might be a connection between the girl and the car. Maybe she'd come over all hot and
bothered, had to get out quick for air. Maybe she had a medical condition and needed
something urgent at the health centre... You're feeling the heat yourself. If it wasn’t for the
Jobclub out this way, you wouldn't be doing your shopping so far from home. The bags are

starting to weigh you down, but you put on a spurt at the railway bridge, to minimise the risk of
pigeon crap.
You once saw someone rescue a fledgling that had fallen into the road here. What a
stupid thing to do, you'd thought. What was one less aerial disease spreader? And just as this
goes through your mind, you come upon the young man - like an externalisation of your
thoughts. He's obviously out of his head on something. Kneeling by the gutter on the far side of
the bridge, his face right down, drinking from the puddle caused by a leaking water mains. The
same puddle you'd seen pigeons using on your way up. What do you do? Do you shoo him
away, to save him getting poisoned? Or do you just walk past and assume he's already loaded
with enough chemicals to sterilise an army? On an impulse, you stop and lean towards him.
"Have you got fat balls, or do you always squat like that?"
You and your big mouth. Next thing, the bloke jumps up and stares right into your face.
He extends an empty hand in your direction. "Gimme."
Well, you only do what comes naturally, don't you? You take your kilo of birdseed out of
your bag, and pour some into the guy's hand. He eats greedily, and you turn to continue your
walk. But he starts following you - so you drop more seed on the ground and make a bolt for it
while he's scrabbling about. It's a long drawn-out procedure. You get a hundred yards or so,
then have to drop more seed to slow down your pursuer, then leg it for another hundred yards and so on. You only hope you'll have enough seed to last the remaining distance. The birds in
your garden are going to have to go without this time. It's looking touch and go: you've only got
the bird dumpling left, and you're starting to wonder how you can stop this weirdo from
following you to your door, when a car pulls up at the roadside. It's that white one that was
abandoned at the roundabout. The girl with the jacket is driving.
"Get in!" she calls, and the seedy seed stealer climbs aboard. And off they roar across the
flyover into the great blue yonder, without so much as a cheep of thanks. Enough is enough even for a thoroughly nice chap like yourself.
"Fat balls!" you yell after them. "Birds' dumplings!"
***
Well, a day or two goes by, and you're sitting in the Open Gate Cafe next to the Jobclub, having
your statutory free coffee at the break. The place is like a tiny amphitheatre, with the tables set
out on raised platforms around a central floor. There are palm trees and tropical plants - the
whole affair covered by a glass roof. You're sitting sweltering in the magnified sunshine,
pondering the meaning of stewed dumplings, when in they come: the girl from the car and her
pigeon puddle pal. The bloke's got his chest puffed out. Bloody typical, you're thinking. Kids
these days. No money for food, but a dirty big medallion on a chain. He's strutting around
trying to talk his girlfriend into submission, and she keeps ducking out of his way in an attempt
to reach the food counter. They're going round in circles in the clearing, like partners in some
quaintly stylised dance.
The manageress comes out from behind the serving hatch. "Fuck off!" she shouts at
them. "Shoo!" But the pair keep wandering around - he incessantly muttering in her ear, she
continually turning away. Always, he manages to head her off from the food dispensing area.

Next thing, there's the most godalmighty smash outside, with motor horns going, and
shouting and screaming from god-knows-who. Everybody rushes out to see. Needless to say,
it's that white car again. Just left it, they did... Right in the middle of the road. Just asking for
Malky McDaverell's breakdown van to come walloping into it. No-one seriously hurt, but a hell
of a lot of swearing and bad karma. The car's a write-off. You look about for the two young
lovebirds, but of course they've mysteriously vanished – which is what you do yourself when
you see the police car coming. No point getting personally involved...
***
Another week or two go by. You go back and forth as usual, over the flyover, under the railway
bridge, past the renovated business units, to and from the Jobclub in the shopping mall. Then
one morning you see something strange up ahead in the shadows under the bridge. A little old
lady gazing into the girders and support struts. She has a tray in her hands, and makes odd
cooing noises in the direction of the pigeon roosts. Well, there's one born every minute, you
think to yourself. She must be at the dotty stage – one step away from permanently cuckoo.
Approaching, you see the dumplings in gravy in a dish on the tray. Then you follow her
line of vision upward. The youth and his girlfriend from the cafe are stretched out on a girder,
among all the feathers and birdshit, eyeing the old lady and her offering with mild interest.
"Come on, now!" she coaxes. "You can't stay up there forever on that ledge with no food. Come
on down and have some nice stewed dumplings."
Suddenly the young man recognises you as the seed provider from way back when. "Fat
balls!" he bellows.
"Birds' dumplings!" crows his mate.
And down they swoop, knees tucked under, arms outstretched, to land on the tarmac with
a sickening crunch of bones and a heart-rending chorus of shrieks and squeals. The ambulance
comes eventually, along with a squad car. The little old lady's in shock, so you end up getting
involved after all, supplying the law with details. It all comes out about the abandoned car.
"There's no point trying to protect these passenger people," says the officer. "They just
migrate from one temporary shelter to another without a thought for anyone else's convenience.
Shiftless, rootless, totally irresponsible in every way..."
A policewoman has emerged from the squad car. "And they spread diseases," she puts in.
"We'll get them cleaned up, have their injuries seen to... but it's a waste of time. They'll only fly
the coop again."
"Poor things," sighs the dumpling lady.
When she isn't looking, the policeman makes a screwy gesture to his female colleague,
with his finger against his temple. "Ought to gas the lot of 'em," he says to you, beneath his
breath.
Then they drive off after the ambulance, while the little old lady chucks her dumplings
over a fence for the rats. What a waste, you're thinking. You could have hung them out in nets
for the bluetits. Real birds' dumplings, these – unlike some you could think of. That
policewoman looked a bit too busty to be true, for a start. But what the hell. You still have quite
a walk to the Jobclub, fat balls notwithstanding – and when you boil it all down, some things
are just too hot to handle.
Ends

Birds of Passage was first published in Planet Prozak no.6, April/May 1999.
Reprinted in An English Summer In Scotland and other Unlikely Events book collection,Skrev Press 2005.

witches apprentice
making ultimate potion
although fails the test
short one teaspoon of Saturn
two pinches of Jupiter
By Denny E. Marshall

Weird Sister
By Rachel Cathleen Stewart
Boil.
Their spells
could not make
me well
so I took up alchemy.
My body so soft and weak,
my heart is a twisted, beating
muscle
It cannot be contained.
If I can turn gold to black,
water to wine,
I will reclaim
what is mine.
Toil.
My anger simmers as the sun
gurgles behind the mountains.
It is a broken timepiece,
falling in front of my eyes.
In the dark,
time is endless.
I can feel forever
as if it were
a piece of fabric
wound between my fingertips.
Candles, stones, bones and fire
guide my path
to eternity.
Trouble.
My hands are bloodied
and berry stained,
the fruits of my labor
charred and sullied.
I can hear my heartbeat
in my ear
tip, tap, tip, tap tap tap
like water dripping
I look up at the stars
as sweat and tears score my skin
Those ancient planets watch me,
laugh silently at my struggle.

A Little Mythunderstanding
By Neil K. Henderson
Cthulhu, Cthulhu, Cthulhu it's Cthulhu this, Cthulhu that,
Cthulhu every bloody thing.
It's always all about Cthulhu.
You never spare a thought for me,
slaving away all the hours God sends me,
trying to make ends meet
on your 'nervous debility' allowance,
hoping for the best.
Well, it's octopus for tea
(yes, again!)
and I don't want any complaints.
If that doesn't suit you
and your precious Cthulhu,
Hell mend you.

Frida
By Rebecca Lewis
Have you ever been somewhere that has left you feeling weird? I have a house in one of those
places. It’s the sort of place that people keep wanting to come back to. It keeps popping up in
your mind. You get a kind of longing to go go back there, even for an hour or so just to go for a
walk. I don’t live there, it is too far up the mountain and it wouldn’t be practical because it
would be difficult to get to work but we spend all our free time up there and if I can’t go up
there after a while that pull starts in my solar plexus and I know it’s time to go back.
The same feeling happens to lots of people and that is how we met Angelica. She was
roaming the mountain side looking for somewhere to start up a summer camp for children. I
had seen her before walking along the track at the bottom of the field and I hadn’t given her a
second glance. Lots of people walk round here, the Appenine mountains in north Tuscany are
breathtaking. That day she didn’t keep on up the path towards the mountain top, she circled the
field and came up to our house, her dog bounding ahead. That was the beginning of the
children’s summer camp in Piazzana. Angelica felt that the place was ideal for what she had in
mind and that summer the first camp got under way.
“I feel that down there under the trees would be the perfect place to put the tents.”
Angelica pointed to an almost circular glade where the grass is so green and springy it looks
like it’s been painted.
“Why don’t you put them in the big field, you’d have much more space there.” I thought
it was a little strange that she had chosen the smaller glade for her camp when she could have
had the whole of the big field. That was my logical mind working, I would probably have
chosen the glade or the Pianetto as the Italians call it, it almost feels as if it is pleading you to
stay there.
“No. I want to put the tents there,” she told me. I nodded.

Several things had happened in the Pianetto and the woods closest to it. After the shepherd had
died and his wife had sold the sheep and moved down into the village the feeling of the place
had changed. Piazzana had become very still. A calm veil had descended on the place and it felt
to me that the small cluster of houses, the trees, the streams, the big field and even the wildlife
were getting their breath back. It was as if the place had let out a deep sigh and had fallen into
meditation. It was recharging its energy.
Anyway, as I mentioned, several things had happened in the Pianetto.A few years ago it
had just been a place at the edge of the woods full of brambles, of sweet chestnut trees in need
of care and of long grass. When a friend of ours, Elio, had asked us if he could clean it up a bit
and use the wood for his fire that winter we had no objections. My husband and Elio had been
at school together and went wild boar hunting in the same squad. Elio is one of the most down
to earth people I’ve ever met. Divorced, he lives with his mother and works at the hospital forty
kilometres away. He loves a drink and his favourite conversation is hunting and shooting so the
afternoon that he told me about the Pianetto he really took me by surprise.
“Rebecca, come over here.”

He was slashing brambles with a scythe, bent over and sweating. He beckoned me over.
My dogs ran up to him wagging and he straightened up.“I’ve seen it again.” He pointed towards
the woods with the scythe as if it were an extension of his arm. I glanced over to where he was
pointing. A lot of the sweet chestnuts were wild and were growing too close together and it was
much darker underneath them. “If I’d had my gun with me I’d have shot at it.”
“I hope you won’t shoot at anything so close to the house!” I hate killing.
“I’m not quick enough. I’d never hit it.” He shook his head.
“Just mind my dogs.” I watched him scanning the line of trees.
“I’ll never hit it. One minute it’s there and the next it’s disappeared. You think you’ve
seen something out of the corner of your eye but you never get a good look at it. Just as you
realise you’re seeing it, it vanishes.”
“What do you think you’re seeing? What does it look like?”
“I don’t know. You see a white blur flash between the trees, then it’s gone.”

Towards the end of that summer I was walking back down the track going home with my dogs.
I had three Jack Russells at the time, Frida, and two of her puppies, Doro Dog who is brown
and white and Marvin who is black and white like Frida. I watched as they chased after each
other barking. Their favourite game was pretend hunting. Frida would run off suddenly, darting
between the trees barking and the pups would follow her. This time they ran up hill into the
woods, Frida then Doro Dog and then Marvin. Just in front of Frida a movement caught my
eye, a flash of something white. I thought I’d seen a fourth dog running with mine. It had
seemed small and white like another Jack Russell. The fading light must have been playing
tricks on my eyes but I wanted to tell my husband about it at dinner.
“I saw a weird thing this afternoon in the woods above the Pianetto.”
“It was probably Elio! He is up there cutting wood.”
“I know, but it wasn’t Elio, It was as if I was seeing another Jack Russell running with
ours. It was something white, almost transparent and it was running ahead of the dogs as if it
were leading them.”
“Mah!” That is what he says when he doesn’t believe me.
“Elio said he’s seen it too, more than once and it gives him the creeps but he says it’s far
too fast to even try shooting at.”
“Elio has seen it? Did he have a flask of wine with him by any chance?”
It wasn’t long after that I saw it again, only this time Walter was with me. It was pitch
black and we had just loaded the dogs into the car so I was sure that they weren’t in the field.
There aren’t any street lamps up there, it is an isolated place at nine hundred metres above sea
level and if you haven’t got a torch with you, sometimes you can’t see your hand in front of
your face. That night it was as dark as that and the only light we had were the head lights of the
Jeep. There isn’t much space outside the house so in order to turn the Jeep easily Walter backed
it down the slope in to the big field. As he was pulling back onto the track in the right direction
I saw it again.
“Look at that! Look! Look! Look at that!” I pointed to the pool of light on the track that
the headlights made. “Did you see that? It was a dog.”

“I didn’t see anything.” Walter glanced behind him to the back seats. “The dogs are in the
back.”
“I know they are. There was a dog on the track, I swear it. It was the spitting image of
Doro Dog and it was turning and sniffing at something just like he does.”
After that I saw it several times again, the same white flash, like ectoplasm flitting
between the trees and eventually Walter saw it too, so that was three of us to have seen it or
three of us going mad.

In the autumn of that same year we decided to enlarge the ditch up in the woods that brought
irrigation to the vegetable garden. We hired a digger and a few friends of ours came to give us a
hand. Romualdo could drive a digger, he’d done it for work before he retired and Elio and
Sandro helped us pull out the large stones and branches that had rolled into the ditch. A flask of
wine was propped against a stump. Romualdo did a great job of clearing out and deepening the
ditch. Every time Elio or Sandro pulled a stone out, Frida thought that they were doing it for her
and she would push it with her nose and watch it roll back down into the ditch. I called her and
so did Walter but she wouldn’t stop. Then I can only presume that something caught her eye
and she left the stones and began to bound up the slope further into the woods barking as if she
were hunting something. Doro Dog and Marvin rushed after her but Marvin wasn’t for straying
far from us and he came back after a few paces. I stood and watched Frida and Doro Dog
charging past the chestnut tree that Elio and Sandro had used to pile the wood against and then I
turned back to see that the men had started making their way back down towards the field for
lunch. I followed after them calling the dogs.
“Frida! Doro Dog! Andiamo!”
It wasn’t unusual that they didn’t come straight back, they never did if there really was
something to chase so I left a bowl of water outside the house for them and loaded Marvin into
the car to go to lunch at the restaurant down the mountain.
Lunch lasted about two hours, we took it slowly because it was still hot to be going back
to work but eventually we reached the top of the road that leads to Piazzana and rounded the
last bend. From there you can see right across the big field up to the houses and I could see that
Doro Dog had come back and was waiting for us in the field. Frida hadn’t come back. When we
finished the ditch and it was time to go home we put Marvin and Doro Dog in the car and left
some fresh water and a blanket for Frida under the porch.
“I’ll come back and get her tomorrow morning, she’ll be back by then.” Walter promised.
I expected her to come running towards us the next morning, desperate to see us after a
night out alone, but she didn’t. Frida never came back again. I decided to name the last place
I’d seen her before she disappeared. I’d watched her running past the chestnut tree so I called it
The Frida Tree.
I can’t describe the pain of losing her and more over, the pain of not knowing what had
happened to her. I put her photo up with my phone number on it everywhere for miles around
but nothing came of it. Walter and I both noticed that after Frida’s disappearance we never saw
the strange white ectoplasm again either.

The next year the children returned to the Pianetto as they did every year. Walter and I
wandered down to greet Angelica.
“Ciao!” I called out to her.
“Ciao, Rebecca. Ciao, Walter. Come va? How are you?”
“Good! Welcome back. Do you want a hand with the tents?”
“No thanks. One thing though, where is north? My compass doesn’t work here. It’s
strange, it works everywhere else.”
“Over there.” Walter pointed in the direction of the house. “See that mountain behind the
house? You can see the peak, it’s Mount Rondinaio and it’s to the north. Now look down there.”
He pointed to the Apuan mountains. “They are in the west, beyond them is the Versilian coast.”
Angelica tapped her compass again. “I thought so but I can’t understand why this won’t
work.” She shoved it back into her rucksack. “Let me try with this one.” She pulled out another
compass and held it away from her squinting to see the dial. “No, this one doesn’t work either.”
She rubbed the glass of the compass as if that would help.
“It doesn’t surprise me, mobile phones don’t work up here either.” I smiled at her. “Well
you did say you wanted an isolated place!”
The camp went well. The kids had a great time and we were pleased to have people up
there appreciating the place.
About two weeks after the camp was over I was walking through the chestnut grove along
one of the tracks the wild boar make. They are animals of habit and use the same routes all the
time. It was cooler under the trees, the only thing was that I had to look where I was putting my
feet so as not to trip on dried branches that lay across the path. Although I couldn’t admire the
big field and the view of the Apuans because I had to watch my step, fate had it that I found the
first gem. It was a strange glass thing, flat on the under side and smooth and domed on top a bit
like half a marble only bigger. The metal-blue glass glinted in the late summer sun but it was
cool to touch. I turned it over in my hand and played with it between my fingers. It was really
smooth. My first thought was that one of the children on the summer camp had lost it but then I
remembered that they weren’t supposed to bring toys with them. I held it up to the light, it was
transparent and it warped your vision and turned everything blue. I put it in my pocket and took
it with me to the Frida Tree.
The Frida Tree had become my private place. I would sit on the ground and lean against
the trunk listening to the sounds of the woods. I still do. When I really miss Frida I hug the tree
and ask it to give me a clue as to what happened to her. If you press your ear to the bark you
can hear the sounds of the tree. They change from season to season. A thought popped into my
mind. I would make a pact with the tree. I pulled the blue glass gem from my pocket and
wedged it into the bark so that it lodged there without damaging the tree. No one was around so
I spoke out loud.
“I am giving you this gem because I feel close to you. If you can, please help me find
Frida.”

It wasn’t until the chestnut picking began that I found the time to go back to the tree. We
pick the sweet chestnuts and take them to the drying house and then to the mill to be ground
into flour. I decided to start from the Frida Tree and make my way back towards the house so
that as my sack got heavier I’d have less distance to carry it. Doro Dog and Marvin were
picking their way over the prickly chestnut cases but I noticed that round the bottom of the
Frida Tree the ground was clean. It was covered in chestnuts but there wasn’t one case to be
seen. At the time I thought it was strange but it made my work easier and it wasn’t until I had
picked all around the tree that the gem caught my eye. I was straightening up and I put my hand
against the trunk to support my back and there, right next to my hand was a gem. Not the one
I’d left but another one. It was wedged into the bark the same way I’d wedged my gem in but it
was green. I plucked it out and held it up to the light. It was very similar to the one I’d found.
Since the summer camp had finished no one had been up there so how did it get there? I put it
in my pocket to show Walter but then a thought came to me. Should I take it? Was it mine to
take? I felt in my pocket and found a short length of red ribbon that had been tied round a box
of cheese. I like to keep things like that if they are pretty, you never know when they might
come in handy.
“I’ll swap you. I’ll take the gem and I’ll leave you the ribbon.” I whispered in case the
other pickers heard me. On tiptoe I stretched up and tied the red ribbon to the highest branch I
could reach. It fluttered and twisted in the breeze drawing attention to itself. That was the first
of five gems that just seemed to manifest in the bark of the tree. Each time I found one I took it
but I was always careful to leave something in exchange. What really shook me up was when I
found the small bracelet made of corn. The chestnut picking had been over for at least a month
and the north wind had started blowing down from the Appenines. It was bitterly cold and
penetrated my clothing even though I had put on several layers. The leaves were being whipped
up and blown about and every so often bits of branch would be blown from the now naked
trees. I trudged up the slope to the Frida Tree head down and hands shoved deeply into my
pockets. Doro Dog and Marvin barked at the wind and ran with their tails tucked between their
legs in a display of madness. This would probably be one of the last times I would be able to
visit the Frida Tree before it snowed. I saw it as soon as I got close enough. It was hanging from
the bark of the tree at about waist height. Light as a feather and attached to the trunk by a feeble
strand of grass I couldn’t fathom how the wind hadn’t blown it away. I carefully lifted it from
the bark and cradled it between my hands protecting it from the weather. It was a tiny wreath
plaited into a perfect oval shape but the grass and corn it was made from was not native to our
area or at least I’d never seen any growing this high up. How on earth had it got there? I
scanned the field but no one was around, and in this wind the wreath couldn’t have been there
very long.
In January it snowed quite heavily which made it impossible to reach Piazzana and we
couldn’t get back up there until the end of March. It was frustrating not being able to get up
there especially when that longing feeling set it but looking on the bright side of things, that
winter we adopted another dog. The day we went to see her for the first time at the kennels she
looked so wretched that it was no longer a question of if we take her but when can she come
home with us. The rescue centre had given her a name, to them she was Nadia. Three days later
the phone call arrived, she had been registered in my name and we could go and get her. We

had already decided that we would call her Isotta and so it was that we acquired a new member
of the family. It took Isotta several years to forget the hunger and ill treatment she’d suffered. I
was curious to know exactly what she’d been through and I decided to do a little research as I
had been told that she had been saved from a hunter who lived in a nearby village. What really
took me by surprise was when I found out that before she had been taken in by the rescue
centre, her original name had been Frida. I had found Frida. After all when I had made my pact
with the Frida Tree I had never specified which Frida I longed to find.
Ends
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I Have Escaped
By Adam Marks
I grew up in the middle of nowhere or, to be precise, the edge of nowhere and a forest. One of
the worst things about small-town life is the blighted horizon. You don't know how much it
affects you until the damage is done. I got an idea of this, much later, when I moved away. I
referred in conversation to the forest as “The Forest.”
“What forest...?”
Growing up it was always The Forest. It was huge, The Forest, at least to us. If you went
now in a car you could drive around it in less than an afternoon but for us youngsters it was a
world.
My family lived on the edge of town, at the end of a main road at the top of the hill, The
Hill I suppose. Beyond which was a small-plateau of farmland then, up another short, steep rise
was the cusp of the trees. As kids we used to go play in The Forest. I was part of a small gang
of friends. I don't remember much about them now but their names were Johnny, Kevin, Dave
and Tim. We didn't have a leader as such, no dominant personality. I was the one who knew
about The Forest though. I was given a little book one Christmas, how to identify plants and
animals and so on. I read it almost every night for a year.
We did a lot of imaginative play, war games, some tree-climbing. Occasionally we would
follow a stream to see where it went. We would find all sorts of things just by exploring. There
were bright red streams (the Forest was iron-rich) or you'd see a face in a knot of a tree or
branches that looked like giant grasping fingers. We'd find some more mundanely curious stuff
like half-eaten dead animals or empty beer cans in a pentangle or showers of shredded
pornography. Despite this latent menace, obvious with hindsight, I remember we felt that it was
our forest, which was why we fought a turf war with the local Biker Gang.
They were actually a group of young men, five of them, late-teens to early-twenties, a
leather jacket and jeans crew. They went into the Forest, presumably for a bit of privacy, up to a
small clearing in one of the commercial areas. The pine tree farms were more isolated. They
went there to take drugs and carve cryptic or transgressive messages into bark and huddle
around a motorbike engine that the lads I think hoped, one day, to turn into an actual bike.
Back in those days the social panics were about drug taking, which we knew was bad. We
also heard that drug taking could give you AIDS, which was very bad. The gang were Bad, and
they had a Reputation. I remember, on more than one occasion, adults referring to The Gang or
That Gang of Hooligans Who Go Up to the Woods and Take Drugs. There was a real element of
fear about them. They were coarse, pale and a bit piggy, apart from their leader, the gingernut...
more on him in a moment. We weren't afraid though, not me, not my gang. We took them on. If
we saw them we'd shout and swear and goad them. If we were feeling brave we would throw
things at them. They were intruding on our space and, what was more, they were doing
something Very Bad.
As far as The Gang were concerned I think we were just annoying, stupid kids, a buzz-kill.
They might have threatened us, they might have thrown a few things back. One time they even
gave chase but, if they meant to catch us they were too high to even walk straight. There was no
real danger.

A while after the pseudo-feud got underway I got a little insight. I learned about one of
The Gang. His name was Syd, Syd Renard, he was the gingernut, and he wanted to meet the
Green Man. I knew because his sister Emily told me.
***
She was our first babysitter. Our parents were getting to the stage when they wanted to go out
again, quite hard when you're in the Middle of Nowhere, but they gave it a good go. I didn't like
Emily much to begin with. I think I thought I was old enough to be up on my own. She wasn't
that attentive, just brusque. She made sure my Sister and I brushed our teeth and went to bed
and didn't fight along the way.
Her existing non-existence began to fascinate me however. I didn't know anything about
older kids. At the time there was us and then there were grown-ups. Everyone and everything
else was just legend or something you learned about. After a few months babysitting we
managed to negotiate a little TV, for an hour or so, after tea-time. I wasn't that bothered about
TV. The fact was we were still up. I tried talking to Emily more and more instead, telling her
things, making observations and asking questions.
It was a Thursday. My Sister was engrossed in Top of the Pops. I'd been trying to engage
Emily in conversation for a few minutes. She was laid up on the couch, reading a book and
making notes of some kind: no response. I told Emily all about the previous weekend. We had
another fight, me and my friends, by which I meant me and my friends exchanged cross words
with the Biker Gang. She heard this and she shook her head.
“You what...? Did you say 'biker gang’?” I said yes and she turned her head to the side for
a second and said, “You probably saw my brother, him and his mates.”
“What were they doing?” I asked. I sort of knew but...
“Sniffing poppers probably and bumming each other” said Emily, sardonic. Fortunately, or
not, Emily elaborated, still going looking at her book but not making notes: “My brother, right,
he's not bad or nothing. He's a dreamer and...” She looked up again, resting her head in her left
hand. “We're all trying to get out of here, you know...? You know don't, do you?” Then she
realised. “How could you...? No... But, you will though...” and she smiled. I felt a bit patronised
but didn't say anything. “My brother, Syd, that's Syd with a Y right...? He added the 'Y...' he's a
hippie, see, and he's into all that occult stuff. He says he wants to summon The Green Man...”
“The what...?”
Emily laughed. “Exactly...! Syd would say 'he's the masculine chthonic spirit, the wooded
Pan, the western Dionysus...'” She sighed and folded up her book, “I can't help it if it's
bollocks.” She sat up. “Isn't it time for bed yet?”
“No” I said, “we've got another half an hour.” I pointed to the living room clock. I was
right too.
“Well” said Emily, “zip it for a bit, OK? I've got to finish this tonight.”

***

Years come and go, even in the Middle of Nowhere. Though it wasn't obvious to begin with, at
least to me, the slow exodus of young people from Nowhere to Somewhere went on. Emily
stopped being our babysitter after a while. We were told she had "gone to London to be a
student," which was a funny way of putting it. Even though I understood it seemed like a long
way to go to "be" something.
Emily left. Her brother Syd however stayed. He was one of a small number in any year in
any small town that stays, finding a niche locally. In Syd's case it was becoming a sort of
Gandalf Figure. It's not difficult to acquire a counter-cultural aura in a town that still remembers
that time The Beatles played the Town Hall.
His original gang went their separate ways. Every few years Syd would be seen with a
new crowd, a revolving cast of sixth-formers and lads with cars, down whichever pub was
popular. Every year his cast of followers would change. Every year there was always something
that should have been done about him. Depending on who was talking he led all friends into the
Forest to 'have those drug orgies/have those naked orgies/have those satanic orgies.' Something
had to be done but never was. Every year that nothing was done it became less and less likely
anything would happen. Syd became just part of the local colour, a phase some kids went
through.
But he got a bike, a real one, a Vincent Black Shadow, a big thing and noisy too. If you
heard a roar in Town, a motorised roar, you knew Syd was probably somewhere nearby,
gunning into the horizon, red hair and leather jacket flapping in the wind.
Syd lived across Town, almost the exact opposite of our house. He lived with his "life
partner" (I heard Mum, use the phrase in passing contempt once) a woman, a little bit older than
him, if such a thing was possible. She was a sculptor, a metal sculptor judging by the iron
dragons and bronze faeries you could see dotted about their garden. There was one of hers up in
the forest, an enormous deer, easily seven foot tall made of twisted, rust-red metal rising up into
towering horns, put there by the council.
Years went by, I grew and it became time for me to think about my break. The Middle of
Nowhere is fun when you're a child. Around about twelve, thirteen years old it becomes a drag.
By the time I was off to sixth-form I barely even knew any of my old friends. Some of them,
Johnny especially, were starting to come into Syd's orbit. I didn't go out and about in the way I
used to. What was there to do anymore? Syd's scene, such as it was, seemed so dull. I was
bookish, like Emily (the flora and fauna annual paid off). I had an aptitude for science. Johnny,
if he saw me, liked to call me 'Professor Bumboy.'
The sixth-form campus was on the other side of The Forest. Every morning, about twenty
past six I would catch a bus, The Bus, which went on a long, winding route, through the Forest,
to all the villages and hamlets hidden within, to the far side, up to the campus. It was a long
trip.

***
My third term up at the college, up at The Campus, I found out what it was Syd actually did for
a living. It turned out he was a bookseller.

Mid-week, I found a poster/flyer on one of the noticeboards: Book Fair, new and second
hand, all welcome. It was the following Saturday in the main gym hall. I wanted to go. I was
learning to drive at the time but Dad was away at work and Mum was doing night-shifts. They'd
gone through wanting to socialise. They'd seen their pension statements and they now wanted
money. I had no ride, so I decided I'd walk. I'd take a direct route, not the winding, round-about course The Bus took every morning. How long could it really take to walk to college? It
turned out to be two-hours, though I did get almost get bit lost at one point. It had been years
since I'd been into The Forest. I wasn't so sure of the way. It was early-summer. I took a
shortcut through some forest-proper. The leaves were on the trees though still some blossom.
The forest was bursting with life and sounds, bird chatter, the wind in the boughs and the
occasional guttural moo of nearby deer, just out of sight.
Two hours but I made it with time to spare. The fair was going on until three in the
afternoon. When I got there I browsed for a bit. I think I bought a book, a natural history text,
but the thing I remember was seeing Syd. He looked different, older, even more windswept and
ragged. He was bearded, long-haired, almost Jesus-y. I checked out his stall. It was stuff like
Practical Tarot... Alternative Healing... Occult History… It was not really my kind of thing, the
opposite pretty much. There was one book in particular that stood out. I suppose it was always
going to: The Green Man – a sociology. I nodded to Syd. I didn't get a response. Instead I
picked the book up and gave it a skim. It was an inventory mostly, a list of places where the
Green Man appeared, his names, his characteristics, his icons as well, bas-reliefs and wood
carvings, lots of wood carvings, depicting and impish-looking man with a beard, the Green
Man, a bit like our man Syd.
“Beltane Carnival...”
“What...?” I looked up. Syd was holding out a flyer.
“Beltane Carnival, next weekend...” He still didn't give any recognition. I took the flier:
“Uh... thank you...” I read out the billing. “The Ostara Soundsystem presents
Robochicken, DJ Tiger Lilly, Momma Zoom and Macalpse in...” There were no directions, just
a phone number.
“There's going to be a summoning” said Syd with an inscrutable grin. I started folding the
flier away:
“It doesn't seem my sort of thing...” I said. Syd seemed disappointed. “But thanks.” He
looked at me for a moment, puzzled:
“Do I know you?”
“I don't think...”
“Do you know Johnny Lane?”
“I used to” I said. “We don't get on so much.”
“You're the science kid, aren't you...?” I didn't confirm or deny. “He, uh... he speaks very
highly of you” said Syd eventually, smirking slightly. “Oh well” he added, “to each their own.”
The Beltaine Carnival turned out to be That Rave, a bright, loud gathering. Folk came
from all over the county and beyond, maybe two thousand revellers. That Rave became
notorious. It was broken up by the police, a dozen or so people were arrested, for possession or
violent disorder. One lad got lost, fell in a brook and died of exposure. They found his body,
half-dressed and wearing antlers. For weeks afterward people kept findingfox masksscattered

about the woods. Whatever had happened that night Syd seemed to be fine. I heard his bike
booming through town not long after.
***
The second and last year of sixth-form, early winter, not long until Christmas, the basement of
the year; I was late. I had slept though my alarm. Despite hurrying I missed The Bus, by
moments, just catching sight of it rounding a corner, puttering up the hill. There wouldn't be
another for about an hour. Again there was no chance of a ride, Mum was on nights and Dad
was already at work. I decided to walk. It wasn't so bad. I had done it before.
I walked and I thought. I was quite upset with myself, with the situation. I had been
working very hard, staying up with revision and planning my coursework. It was a highpressure time. The lecturers were on at us, at me, loading down. The coming months would be
important, perhaps the most important of our/my lives/life. Just as we were reaching the apex
of, whatever it was we had been building up to for years, 'university' it was called, but then
wouldn't that just be another important period? Didn't our teachers say this about GCSEs two
years ago? How long would we/I be fed like sausage meat through different institutions? I
could see why some people dropped out, gave up or settled for less and, well, it was a lovely
morning, a morning off and even if I couldn't have a life off I could have a morning to myself.
A beautiful winter morning it was too, sunny and crystalline; cold but warming up. Almost
everything was quiet and bare; no flowers, no leaves, not even on the ground, they'd mostly
turned to crisp mulch, now hardened, and there were few animal sounds, some birds, taciturn,
and the occasional harrowing scream of foxes, unseen.
I went by road, again not the meandering route The Bus took, but I wanted to keep to The
Road, until that is a car pulled up beside me.
“Aye up, Professor!” said a voice. “What you doing?” It was Johnny.
“Walking” I said. Johnny followed me in his car.
“What you walking for?” said Johnny. What sort of question was that? “I said what you
walking for...?”
“Mind your own business, Johnny.”
“Your boyfriend dump you…?” said Johnny. I stopped answering back. The sooner he got
bored the sooner he'd move on. “Never mind, plenty more fish in the sea...” He still kept
following me. I thought about hopping over a fence nearby but decided against it when he said
“here, you haven't seen Syd about have you?”
“What?”
“Syd Renard” said Johnny. “I was supposed to meet him last weekend but he weren't
about. No one's seen him for days.” There was a long pause. I looked at the car. Johnny was
watching me. He seemed concerned. He actually wanted an answer.
“I haven't seen him Johnny” I eventually said.
“If you do, yeah, let me know” said Johnny. He moved off, “see ya, Egghead.” Johnny was
gone. I was glad. I didn't see another car for ten minutes.
***

I had just been through a fairly long, isolated section that cut through a commercial concession
of serried evergreens grown specifically to be harvested as part of a five-year plan. It was a
gloomy place but strangely familiar. There were still the same fox cries going on. I was glad
when I got out and into a regular, mixed portion of the wood. I did a bit of deduction and
realised that the campus was about a mile away if I cut through the wood, off the road. Why
not, I thought, the ground was still fairly firm. It seemed almost inviting.
A few minutes in, out of sight of the road, I heard a loud snap and then a thud, then
another thud, really quite loud. I looked around to see what it was. There was nothing obvious.
A couple more thuds. The terrain was quite uneven, knolls, hummocks, a blighted horizon of
roller coaster earth. I looked for a high point. The thuds continued. They were regular; footsteps
but very heavy. I found a place. I scanned and I saw. It was a man, a dark green man. He or It
was unclothed and woody and tall, at least seven feet tall, with a large, stark black shadow.
He/It was striding across and away from where I was standing. A blurry, orange creature
followed quickly after He/It.
Whoever He/It was they did not look back. I watched and listened as He/It disappeared. As
soon as I could think again I realised I was hyper-sensitive, my hearing cried out for sound. My
eyes searched for something to move but nothing was moving. Then I breathed out and for a
moment the world seemed to vibrate. I stood for a while, silent, in shock, waiting for the feeling
to subside. I've not told anyone of this, not until now. How could I, especially after what I
learned a few days later?
***
It was in the local news. Bodies were found in a clearing, unidentified though apparently
mutilated in strange ways, not human but not animal. Later, much later, I heard a rumour there
were bits of the people missing, though which bits depended on who told you the story. All
around The Forest there were eyeballs embedded in fungi, fingers poking out of trees, ears
hidden under leaf-mess. As you can imagine it became quite a legend in the locality. There was
also something carved into a tree nearby, something strange, cryptic and transgressive. It said:
“Perpetually sacrificed
Perpetually reborn
No more
I have escaped.”
The only other clue on the scene was a bike parked up, a Vincent Black Shadow with
leather jacket draped over the seat.

Ends

Can She Dance?
By Celine Rose Mariotti
Esther Fontaine stared at her image in the mirror. For a 65-year old woman, she still had
beautiful smooth, flawless skin, and appeared to be twenty years younger than she was.
Esther dyed her hair blond and wore her make-up all the time even around the house. She
was still one of the best dancers that ever graced the stage. She re-applied her lipstick and
heard the doorbell ringing. It must be her nephew, Lucas. He was engaged to be married and
needed her help as always.
Lucas was a shy boy at times, and his Aunt always gave him the confidence and
courage to go out in the world and grab that brass ring. Lucas had his heart set on being the
lead guitar in the new country music band the studio was putting together. He was a very
good guitar player and he really wanted to get in with this country music band. His fiancée
was not too thrilled. She was a debutante and rather stuffy at times. Esther didn’t really like
her much. She knew she wasn’t the right one for her nephew to marry.
Esther opened the door and Lucas stood there in a white fringe jacket, with a white shirt,
a red bolo tie, blue jeans, and a white Stetson hat.
“My nephew has gone country! Come on in here you!”
“I’m going to a square dance tonight.”
“A square dance? With Melissa?”
“No she can’t dance too well Aunt Esther.”
“I knew I didn’t like that girl. If she can’t dance, I don’t think she is the right girl for you.
Remember what I always told you?”
“Yeah, when you pick the girl to marry, make sure she can dance.”
“Exactly and Melissa can’t dance. She isn’t the right girl for you. Too stuffy.”
“She can be at times.”
Aunt Esther let out a laugh. “At times? How about all the time?”
“Yeah, I know. She’s a bit difficult to get along with.
“I assume you need some advice from your Aunt Esther?”
“Yeah, I do. Melissa’s parents have invited us to a formal dinner at their estate in
Southampton.”
“Hmm, I am invited too?”
“Yes Aunt Esther. The immediate family, so that’s Mom and Dad, my sister, Clara, and
you of course.”
“And you have some uneasiness about this dinner?”

“Yeah, well, I mean I have met her parents before and they can be very stuck up. I get
the feeling they don’t approve of me.”
“Well, phooey, I don’t approve of them either. Just put your head up high and let them
know you are somebody. I tell you, Melissa is not for you. I’d drop her like a hot cake if I were
you. When you go to this dance tonight, look around for someone new. Find someone who
can dance!”
“Thanks, Aunt Esther. You always make me feel so much better.”
“You best be going and go have some fun.”
“Thank you, Aunt Esther.”
“Run along Lucas. You look handsome, by the way.”
“You look good yourself Aunt Esther.”
Lucas sauntered off trying to walk like a Texas cowboy and remembering his Aunt’s
words. He should try to find someone so much more like him than Melissa was. Melissa could
honestly be somewhat of a prude, never wanting to shake loose or have any kind of fun. She
would never consider going square dancing. Lucas met his friends at the Country Western
Bar and Restaurant in lower Manhattan. Being the music lover that he was, Lucas took to the
dance floor right away and got into the square dance when he noticed a pretty girl with brown
curly hair clapping her hands to the beat of the music. She also had on a cowboy hat, with
boots, and a cowboy shirt. He quickly went over to her.
“Want to dance lovely lady?”
“Sure why not?”
“What’s your name?”
“Roseanne! What’s yours?”
“I’m Lucas.”
“Are you from around here?”
“Born and raised in New York.”
“I’m from Missouri.”
“This is your kind of music then.”
“It sure is. I miss Missouri. Can’t get used to being up North. People are so cold up this
way.”
“Yeah, they can be real cold if you’re not used to their rudeness. And New Yorkers are
known for their rudeness.”
“I guess you’re different.”
“Yeah, well I have lived in different places the past few years. I was in the Army for three
years, and then I went to work for a company in Alabama for a year. So I have seen more of
the country and I know New York is definitely a rude place.”

“Do you plan to stay here Lucas?”
“For a little while till I know for sure I am going to play with this country music band. Then
I can take off and maybe move to California or Nevada or Tennessee. Most likely Tennessee.”
“That sounds good.”
“What about you Roseanne?”
“I came up here with my brother. He got a job with an advertising company and I came
along to finish my Master’s. Columbia has a good program for English and Journalism.”
“Yes, they do. Are you a writer?”
“Yes, I am. I write stories, articles, even working on a book.”
“Wow! I’m impressed.”
When the music ended and they sat down, Lucas really noticed how beautiful Roseanne
was. Plus she was down to earth. He ordered some food for them and they enjoyed the
evening together. Lucas even forgot his friends he came with.
“Would you like to get together with me for lunch tomorrow and come hear me audition
for the new country music band at the studio?”
“Sure, I’d love that.”
“Okay, meet me for lunch at Rockefeller Center around noon.”
“I’ll be there Lucas.”
“See you Roseanne.”
Roseanne smiled at Lucas and noticed how truly handsome he was. Maybe she had
found the man of her dreams at last. No boy she ever went out with was quite what she was
looking for but Lucas seemed different. And Lucas felt happy because Roseanne was perfect
for him in every way and she could dance!
He dressed up in a blue suit with a white tie when he met Roseanne for lunch at
Rockefeller Center. She had on a red sweater with a white skirt, and white boots to match.
She had pretty red dangling earrings and her make-up was on perfect. They took a seat by
the window so they could watch the people passing by. After ordering their lunch, they began
to talk while the waiter brought each of them a cup of coffee. Neither one of them drank liquor
so they already had something in common.
“Roseanne, I realized there are so many things we have to get to know about each
other, like when is your birthday?”
“My birthday is April 12th. And yours Lucas?”
“Mine is November 10th. Do you like Christmas more or do you prefer Easter?”
“I love Christmas!”

“Me too! I noticed last night that you can really dance. Do you know how to do ballroom
dancing too?”
“I sure do. My Mom and Dad taught me. They are big buffs on dancing. I even took ballet
lessons when I was a kid. I also took piano lessons.”
“I play the guitar, lead guitar and bass guitar and I also play the drums.”
“Boy you must be good. I can’t wait to see your audition tonight.”
“Say a prayer that I make it for this band because the studio is going to get them a
recording contract which means my dream will finally come true Roseanne.”
“That will be wonderful for you and I will definitely say a prayer for you.”
“Thanks.”
The waiter brought their soup and they began to eat. Halfway through their lunch, Lucas
spotted Melissa walking in with her cousin Deirdre. He tried not to notice her and hoped she
didn’t see him with Roseanne but unfortunately she did and she came over to their table.
“Lucas, we’re engaged. Who is this creature?”
“Excuse me, but this creature has a name and it is Roseanne. She is my date today, and
yes I know we’re engaged. I haven’t forgotten that but I honestly need to speak with you
later.”
“Speak with me?”
“Yes, because I have been doing some thinking. Meet me tomorrow afternoon at the little
café we always go to.”
“Around what time?”
“Around 2 o’clock.”
“Alright Lucas.”
Lucas looked at Roseanne who seemed a bit puzzled, and a bit hurt too.
“I’m sorry about that Roseanne. I was going to tell you about Melissa. We’re supposed to
get married but I have been having second thoughts. I don’t think she is the right one. When I
met you last night, I knew for sure she is not the right one and that you are the girl for me. I
hope you’re not mad at me.”
“No, just surprised.”
“Okay, I should have told you right away. I’m sorry about that. I was wrong.”
“I do like you Lucas. But if I am coming between you and Melissa, I wouldn’t want that.”
“No, you’re not at all. I want to end it with Melissa and I am going to do that tomorrow.”
“Okay,Lucas.”
“Let’s order some deep dish apple pie, okay.”
“Sounds great.” They enjoyed the deep dish apple pie, paid the waiter and left a nice tip
for him.

“Let’s head over to the studio. Come on, we’ll flag down a cab.”
“New York City is so big. It is just a puzzle for me coming from Missouri. Taking the
subway is frightening for me.”
“That can be frightening!”
“I don’t know where to get off.”
“Yeah, it is kind of confusing.”
The cab took the corner on two wheels. The driver blew the horn at the car in front of
him and used a four letter word. There was a lot of traffic, bumper to bumper, horns blowing,
people getting out of the car to yell at the hold up. Finally, cars started moving and twenty
minutes later they arrived at the studio which was in Times Square. Lucas paid the cab driver,
tipped him five dollars and taking Roseanne by the hand, they entered the building. They took
the elevator to the fifth floor, stepping off they were greeted by a security guard, sitting at a
desk in the reception area.
Lucas grabbed the electric guitar and performed. He first played one of Hank Snow’s
songs, “Movin’ On” and he sang too. Then he played a song he wrote, “Can She Dance?” Mel
Bernstein, the manager of the band and the recording company blew smoke from his pipe
and sipped a glass of burgundy. He glanced at some sheet music, cleared his throat and
said, “You’re one helluva guitar player. You made the band. We start recording tomorrow at
10AM. Congratulations Lucas! I’ll give you the contract tomorrow.”
“Thanks so much Mel. I’ll see you tomorrow!”
***
Lucas played his guitar and he and the band recorded three songs for their first CD. They
would record several more the next day.He headed over to the cafédown the street from the
studio on Times Square. Melissa met him there.
He ordered a cappuccino for both of them and taking her hand in his, he looked into her
crystal blue eyes, and she knew it was over for them.
“I can’t marry you Melissa. I have been thinking over our relationship and you’re not the
right girl for me. I need someone who can share my music, someone who can laugh with me,
and someone who can dance.”
“I see. I am too boring for you in other words.”
“Not that but you’re not for me. I thought you were but you aren’t, so I am calling off our
engagement.”
“Fine. Here’s your ring. Maybe that girl you were with is the right one for you. I hope you
find happiness Lucas.”

“I hope you find happiness too Melissa.”
“Bye Lucas.”
“Bye Melissa.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek and he left.
***
Lucas came to see his Aunt Esther who was busy making plans for her next trip. This time
she was going to Athens, Greece.
“Come in Lucas. How are things going with my favorite nephew?”
“I broke up with Melissa.”
“You did? What happened?”
“I realized she is not for me. She is the not person I want to spend the rest of my life with
and she can’t dance. But I met this wonderful girl named Roseanne and she can dance! I met
her at the square dance and we hit it off right away. I have been on a couple of dates with her
already. She is the sweetest girl.”
“Wonderful Lucas. I am happy to hear this good news.”
“And Aunt Esther, another piece of good news, I made the country music band. Our first
recording session was this morning.”
“I am so proud of you. On your way to a wonderful music career and you found a
wonderful girl. And she can dance!”
Ends

Long Days
By Agrippina Domanski
The potato-skinning contest in Woodenhead, a small nondescript village in East Riding,
Yorkshire, took place on a Friday morning. Duke had told his grandparents about it many times
– but he still couldn’t participate. He didn’t have any potatoes to his name. (That was, perhaps,
the most ridiculous feature of the enterprise: the contestants had to bring their own potatoes).
The term was really potato-peeling – but Duke preferred to say ‘skinning’. It sounded
appropriately savage for a teenage boy’s task, and a little dangerous – as if potatoes were
secretly alive, and could offer some resistance. You had to use an old-fashioned paring knife.
Woodenhead shops didn’t stock those newfangled kitchen appliancesused on Netflix shows.
Like everything else, potato-skinning had been commercialized. Even Selfridges was now
offering classes in London, as part of its embracing-the-common-people strategy. They were
held in the basement on Saturday mornings. Duke only knew about that because Gran’ Lucy
had mentioned it after refusing him the potatoes. In her book, potato-skinning contests were an
irritating Irish-American import (blame the Kennedys!). Woodenhead was no Nebraska to hold
a Potato Fest. (Gran’ Lucy tried to keep away from her Irish roots – going as far as to claim she
and the rest of the family descended from Romani travellers when she went to the National
Federation of Gypsy Liaison Groups congress in London). But they were all pale and blue-eyed
– so who was she kidding? It was also a waste of food – apparently the ‘food anthropologists’
from Selfridges, who were overseeing the damn thing, took no notice of that.
In 2016, the contest was being held in Woodenhead for the second time. Annie Knox, last
year’s fifteen-year-old winner, had peeled eight pounds and two ounces of potatoes in ten
minutes. Of course Duke wasn’t that good – but potato-skinning was the only thing he knew.
The contest would have been an opportunity to brighten up his monotonous days a little. Some
kids from his school year had been there. But Duke didn’t like them much – they were into
Warcraft, and Duke wasn’t. He wanted to win a potato-peeling contest. Now he’d have to wait
till next year.
Duke often had a feeling he was living in Woodenhead all alone, even though Gran’ Lucy
and Riley, her new husband, did their best to take care of him. They were both businessmen
(and Gran’ Lucy was sharper than Riley). That said it all. The Woodenhead Pancake Café was
the precious child of their love. The Pancake Café was the best in the village, as far as homemade food went, and for miles around – whatever Gran’ Lucy did, she did it with gusto. But for
a few years after the fire the café had been running at a loss. Business had only recently picked
up the pace – and now Gran’ Lucy was engrossed in it.
‘Gran’ in ‘Gran’ Lucy’ used to be short for ‘grandma’. Duke had nicknamed her that as a
toddler, to differentiate her from her employees who were always in the house – and from his
mom, who’d been alive then. Lucy liked this nickname – it had taken on ironic overtones. At
the age of fifty-five, she was young for a grandmother. ‘Gran Lucy’ sounded as absurd as ‘ma
Genny’ would have sounded, if Duke had ventured to say it to his thirteen-year-old Italian
classmate. Because of her uncompromising ways, among Lucy’s employees and clients ‘Gran’
Lucy’ really meant ‘Grand Lucy’ – as if she was some Grand Duchess. If Duke tried on her
ironic title, he could legitimately be known as Grand Duke. But it seemed stupid. It seemed
stupid that he had such an inappropriate name in the first place – and walked around dragging
the traces of English nobility around his shabby neighbourhood.
Duke spent his days alone in his room with a sloping ceiling – right under the roof –
reading or drawing something, or just thinking. He was lonely, but he didn’t think about it
much. He wasn’t interested in anything, really – school, or people, or anything like that – so he
didn’t mind it if no one was interested in him. He only knew how to peel potatoes.

On Friday – the day of the contest (he hadn’t gone to watch it; that would have made him
sad) – Duke went straight home after school. Even from the outside, he could hear Gran’ Lucy
and Riley rattling around in the Pancake Café (they were all living at the back of the same
building, on the first floor). He sneaked in through the staff door.
It turned out the pipes had burst in the kitchen. They had been in a poor condition ever
since the fire Duke’s mother had started in drug-induced trance – it had killed her and her
husband. And though money was now steadily coming in, it still wasn’t enough for a
refurbishment. Riley was squatting near the sink, two pieces of a ruined pipe in his gloved
hands. The floor was covered with a foul-smelling greenish substance, and something that
looked like rotten hair, but was probably soaked moss, sludge, or some other kind of Yorkshire
mud that had found its way through the sewage system and up the pipes.
“Can’t we call that contractor – what’s his name – Max?” Gran’ Lucy asked from her safe
corner spot near the window. “I must have his number somewhere on the fridge magnet thingie.
Lemme look –”
“I’ll just try to clean this up a bit first – seems a bit mean to let him in here,” Riley
muttered.
They were, as always, oblivious to Duke’s arrival. He stayed put near the door. Gran’ Lucy
had started to rummage around for the soiled Paperchase notebook that held all the phone
numbers. Duke stared at the floor. Amidst the unidentifiable green stuff, he suddenly saw
something wiggling. He bent over and picked it up – he wasn’t squeamish. He thought it might
have been a pipe fish or something. (Duke believed they were called that because they lived in
the pipes) But it was a tiny caterpillar – shiny-black, like oil as they showed it on the TV – like
Nazi boots in comic books. Its short body twisted in his hand.
Duke took the caterpillar to his room to save it from Gran’ Lucy’s cleaning rampage. She
turned into a machine gun when she had to clean up fast. He placed the caterpillar onto a white
sheet of paper on his desk, so he didn’t lose sight of it, and sat down on the bed. He took a beef
sandwich out of his bag (his lunch, which he’d forgotten about). He was hungry – and after he
took a bite of the sandwich it struck him the caterpillar had to be, too. He went outside, and
gathered some wet oak leaves from the ground. It seemed like the right type of stuff. The
biology teacher had mentioned it.
He left the leaves in a little pile near the caterpillar, wondering where it had come from. It
felt out of place on their kitchen floor in the outskirts of a Yorkshire village, where there was
nothing but marshes and heaths for miles around. Caterpillars needed flowers, at least when
they turned into butterflies – didn’t they? He wasn’t sure.
The disappointing day had left him exhausted – sluggish somehow. The potato-skinning
contest had been the first thing to capture his attention for a while. But luck had evaded him
again, even there. It hurt in a dull, boring kind of way, like gastritis or irritated liver.
He’d never been much good at anything – had low grades, doodled through his lessons.
Even his doodles were not as good as those of other kids. A week before, he’d stolen a purse.
Gran’ Lucy and Riley had given him a thrashing, told him Vano would have never done
something like that – but he’d only done that out of curiosity, as an attempt to find something to
capture his interest. It seemed the caterpillar could do that. It was alive, unlike all those other
things. It now seemed to him the potatoes couldn’t have been alive after all – so they couldn’t
have resisted him.
But the caterpillar was alive.
Duke had been asked to help decorate Woodenhead Comprehensive for Halloween over
the weekend – not that he cared how it would turn out for others, but anyone helping out had
been promised a fiver and a free bag of M&S sweets. On Saturday morning he left the
caterpillar on the sheet of paper, next to his half-eaten beef sandwich – hoping it wouldn’t crawl
away, but prepared to see it go.He didn’t expect much sentimentality from an insect.When he

came back in late hours of the evening, he was exhausted, and didn’t remember it at all. Gran’
Lucy had made him cabbage pie for supper – he ate it, and went straight to bed. Sunday was the
same.
On Monday he woke up to the sensation of something tickling his eyelashes. Gran’ Lucy
would never do that – he supposed she loved him, as far instincts went, but she wasn’t a
touchy-feely person. He opened his eyes, and saw a butterfly.
It was enormous. At first Duke thought that was because it was so close to his face – it was
sitting on his nose bridge, fluttering its emerald-purple wings in apparent impatience as he
fluttered his eyelashes. Tiny particles of the shimmering pollen which covered its wings fell on
Duke’s cheek. Once the butterfly saw he was awake – it had crystal-like eyes with an
unpleasantly self-aware expression (they were huge too) – its wings stopped, and it stilled,
letting him study it as it studied him. He wasn’t scared. Instead he felt ecstatic in a way that was
impossible to describe. He seemed to know instinctively he finally had a friend – even though
he had no idea what friends were about.
Carefully, he tried to move an inch – the butterfly stayed put. Now that he was fully
awake, he could tell it was almost as big as his head – which, if he knew any biology, was
pretty unique, even for a tropical butterfly. His gaze fell on the desk –the sandwich he’d left
there two days ago was still there. The beef had dried up and gone dark, but the edges didn’t
look the way he’d left them – decorated with his own bite marks. Now they seemed to have
been sucked – as if a toothless old person had removed their dentures and spent a good five
hours consuming the sandwich in that way. (Neither Gran’ Lucy nor Riley were old, strictly
speaking – so they were out.) Butterflies had no teeth – so they had to suck things up.
To test his theory, Duke pulled the dry chunks of beef out of the sandwich (the butterfly
continued holding on to his nose with its long, scratchy legs that resembled folded-up coat
hangers) and laid them aside in the corner of the desk. The butterfly hesitated a moment, as if
trying to judge if he’d set a trap for it – and then with a single strong flap of wings it rose into
the air, and half-levitated, half-jumped towards the beef. It took up a third of Duke’s desk. He
watched it settle down, stretch out its straw-like tongue and thrust it into the meat. It turned into
a puree-like substance where the butterfly’s tongue touched it, as if it was dissolving it with
some acid from its stomach. The butterfly drank up the beef-puree the way Duke drank chicken
soup throw a straw when he was sick.
They had a lot in common. But the butterfly had no teeth.
While it ate, Duke dug through his bag for his veteran Samsung, and googled ‘meat-eating
butterflies’. His biology grades weren’t any better than others, but he knew butterflies weren’t
predators. But were you a predator if you ate carrion? That’s what this beef was carrion – dead
meat. He wasn’t sure about any of that, but it made him think of Genny from his physics set,
and her butterflies. Genny had told her best friend a story last year, which he’d overhear – she
wouldn’t dream of talking to him. Genny was a rich girl, by Woodenhead standards.
Her parents had given her exotic butterflies as a Christmas present a few years back. They
had brought them over in a box – till the last minute she hadn’t known they were alive, she’d
described excitedly. Genny’s mom had ordered them from the Dominican Republic through
some friends – those huge butterflies, bigger than an adult’s palm and bright like a rainbow.
They’d even had to be quarantined. They had lived in the huge sitting room of Genny’s huge
white house. She’d fed them warm water and honey from small porcelain plates (that’s what
butterflies ate, according to Genny, like the courtesans of the insect world) – and then they’d
died, three weeks after their arrival.
Duke had to make sure that didn’t happen to his butterfly. He didn’t have rich parents
who’d buy him a new pet if he messed up with this one – but that wasn’t the point. He was
meant to take care of this butterfly – he was meant to make sure it grew big and healthy. He’d
do everythingin his power to makesure it got all the food it needed.He knew now it wasn’t a

vegetarian. Oak leaves would no longer do. In any case, they were larvae food, and it had
transformed already. He imagined Gran’ Lucy trying to feed him milk or whatever babies ate,
and laughed a little.
One of Duke’s few personal items was a huge ethnic knitted quilt with a twig print. Gran’
Lucy had made it for his mother. He used to spread it over the bed, but now he hung it up and
attached it to the highest point of the ceiling with nails. He tried to drive them in carefully
between the loops, not to spoil the knitting. He’d been brought up to respect other people’s
work. Instinctively, from some depths of his psyche which he didn’t feel like investigating, he
knew he would need to find a way to hide the butterfly. If it had only been born yesterday and
had already grown bigger than his head, secrecy would be a problem. Hung up like this, the
quilt looked a little like a canopy – and it seemed appropriate. This handmade cave behind that
canopy would be the altar of Duke’s new friendship.
On Monday he was in a hurry to get home, and even refused to participate in the new
round of after-school public works schemes (they were taking the decorations off this time,
after a Halloween-themed lunch). It seemed a bit pointless, now that Duke had thought about it.
The butterfly was waiting for him in its niche behind the quilt. Now he didn’t have a
sandwich with him – Gran’ Lucy knew about the Halloween lunch. If he asked her for some
meat snack, it would be the first major change in his routine for years, and would seem
suspicious. He leaned back against the chair by his desk, thinking how he could sneak out to the
butchers. He had some money saved up – but downstairs he’d have to get past Gran’ Lucy. He
gnawed on his nail and cuticle. He could tell her he’d left something at school, or something,
but –
The butterfly jumped towards him (he’d have never thought insects jumped instead of
flying, but that’s exactly what it looked like from up close). The claws on the backs of its legs
scratched the desk and left marks. It stared at Duke’s bleeding finger with its spherical eyes (he
thought they looked like planets) – swiftly pulled out its long tongue, and attached it to Duke’s
nail, like a sucker.
“I was just about to get you some meat,” he said calmly, watching it suck on his blood. It
didn’t hurt at all – he’d gnawed on his cuticles countless times, and they had probably lost
sensitivity. It was just a weird sensation, as if the butterfly was kissing his finger with tiny sharp
lips. Its tongue was like the needle school nurses used to administer shots. He knew it didn’t
really want blood. It was seeking meat. But it struck him he didn’t really need to go out now –
it seemed satisfied, and he was too tired to move. It was cold outside and besides, in this way he
wouldn’t have to deal with Gran’ Lucy.
He didn’t go to school on Tuesday. Nearly all his fingers were severely bitten, covered
with little wounds and sores, as if he was turning into a leper. They looked just like the edges of
the beef sandwich, which was long gone. By the time he’d come back the night before there
wasn’t a trace of it left – the butterfly had even sucked up all the moisture. Duke spent the day
in his room, reading a torn Batman comic book The Killing Joke as the butterfly gnawed on his
fingers. He’d thought about making it wait at first, till the evening at least, or something – but
he couldn’t explain to himself what the point of that would be, so he gave in. Insects probably
didn’t understand delayed gratification – and neither did Duke. A potato-skinning contest next
year was no better than no contest at all.
The butterfly was skinning his fingers like he would have skinned those potatotes – maybe
better. In fact it was speeding up as it got used to the texture of his flesh. Duke could bet it was
faster that Annie Knox. His skin had become loose and lax, and now it could just pluck it and
suck a whole strip in without releasing the acid. He didn’t feel any burning. It seemed the
butterfly would soon get through to his bones and start sucking them through its straw-like
tongue, trying to get to the bone marrow. It looked like it would eat anything in its path, like the
diaboluspapilionislarvaeinMalaysia (he’d read about them, too). Duke wondered if bone

marrow was liquid – if he’d feel it leaving his body, or whether he’d just feel pain. The idea
was that he’d pass out at some point, but it didn’t feel like it would be soon. He didn’t mind
giving to the point or death – but he’d rather not feel it.
The butterfly kept growing – now that he was feeding it non-stop, it looked like it would
soon cease to fit in behind the canopy. Then he wouldn’t be able to keep his secret any longer.
Someone could see it from the window. It wasn’t meant to grow so much so quickly – and to
eat meat. He didn’t need any biology knowledge to gather that. Being in the restaurant business,
Gran’ Lucy often talked to Riley and her friends about the ‘GMF foods’ disaster – all this
hormone-grown rubbish they sold in supermarkets. No wonder she’d been reluctant to spare
Yorkshire’s still-natural potatoes up for slaughter.
Last year he’d read something in The Guardian (Gran’ Lucy had wrapped a massive jam
jar in it, and left it on the table) about a delegation of Chinese scientists who’d lost a unique tick
specimen during some London conference. For a while everyone had been expecting some
epidemic to break out, but now it was all forgotten. It seemed the ticks had mutated after
feeding on some factory leftovers – so maybe Gran’ Lucy had a point.
Duke’s butterfly might have been feeding on GMF foods as a caterpillar – that green stuff
from the pipe had sure looked poisonous. Or maybe the beef he’d given it was GMF, with some
particles that didn’t affect him, but had accelerated the butterfly’s growth.
Now that he could see it better, he could explore its features – learn about its family. He’d
researched carnivorous butterflies during the Halloween-themed lunch. This one looked like a
mutated Harvester, with reddish patches on the surface of its emerald-golden wings. They only
lived in North America, it seemed, but maybe Duke’s butterfly had migrated as well as mutated.
Maybe it had decided to become a nomad, like his family. It was strange to think of it as
‘Duke’s’ butterfly. Maybe he was the butterfly’s Duke instead. The Duke of the Butterfly,
instead of the Duke of Edinburgh.
He knew he was being eaten – at least he understood more about his fate than the cow
killed to make his beef sandwich. He knew who was eating him – he was allowing it. It hadn’t
stuck its tongue into his eyes like diabolus papilionis did, and he was grateful. Maybe that’s
what love was about: letting someone devour you. Duke’s mom used to say it all along, except
she used to call it ‘eat you up’. She and Duke’s dad had been ‘junkies’, as Gran’ Lucy called it,
and it seemed ‘junkies’ didn’t know much about life.Duke had seen mom do lots of crazy stuff
before her death, stuff he’d never quite forget, even though he tried not to think about it.
Burning the Pancake Café down in one of her drug moods was one. (He would never forget that
sharp, herbal smell of marijuana or whatever it was she smoked – it had made him think of
medieval potions). But even the fire was nothing in comparison to what mom had done to Vano.
Duke often forgot he used to have a brother. But even if he didn’t remember who Vano
was, he remembered what happened to him. Mom had stuffed Vano’s head between her legs
first (that’s what they did in the family when they wanted to spank you, so you were
immobilized). But then she’d gone further, and stuck his head back up her womb (Duke had
been wondering ever since how it had fit in there).
Vano must have been seven or eight – Duke had been four. He’d watched mom suffocate
Vano with her well-trained inner tissues and muscles (later he’d heard Gran’ Lucy say she’d
been fond of Kegel exercises to some friend who was about to give birth). It must have
deprived Vano’s brain of oxygen. That unforgettable image in Duke’s mind made much more
sense now, when he was being eaten too. Maybe that’s why he was thinking about it. A week
later, mom had set the Café on fire, so she must have been pretty insane by then. Busy
suffocating Vano, she’d muttered:
“Children eat you up. Anyone you love will try eat you up someday, so it’s best to do it
first. Gotta kill ’em first. Gotta get rid of ’em fo’ they can eat you up.”

She’d been talking to herself – Duke had hidden in the wardrobe. But when she’d fit
Vano’s whole head inside herself, Duke had lost his nerve and run (if mom had seen him, she’d
never mentioned it).
Since then there had been no more Vano. Nevertheless, Duke had always been under the
impression she’d loved Vano more. Maybe because Vano had been older, and there had been
more of him to love. But she’d devoured him with her muscles all the same – and he’d let her,
because he’d loved her back. Maybe that’s what people did when they loved each other. (After
all, Gran’ Lucy had loved mom a bit too much, and that’s why mom had turned into a junkie.)
Maybe dying was just one huge act of love. Then Duke could do it too.
Gran’ Lucy had done her best to introduce Duke to contemporary Indian literature –
including Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things. Duke had been vaguely and unpleasantly
scared by it, though he hadn’t let it show. He remembered just one line: “You know what
happens when you hurt people? They begin to love you a little less.”
Duke thought it happened often, and each time there was a little less love. Gran’ Lucy and
Riley loved him a little less every time they remembered him – until finally they didn’t love
him at all. With the butterfly it was the other way round. Every time it hurt him – sucked out
another small piece of his flesh – he loved it a little more, and there was a little less of him.
Each time. There had been too much of Vano, so mom had killed him. But maybe, because
there was less and less of Duke left every second – maybe the butterfly would love him till the
end.
There was no lock on his door, so he could only count on Gran’ Lucy and Riley’s
disinterest. There was that one moment on Tuesday night when he thought they might come in,
despite his prayers that they kept at bay.
Riley knocked on his door a little after ten, and asked: “Hey, you alive in there? There’s
supper.”
The butterfly’s tongue had hit Duke’s basilic vein just a moment before, but he stifled his
moan (it might have even been a scream, if he’d let it out). He clenched his teeth so hard they
creaked, and thought he’d let the butterfly feed on him quietly for a little longer, so it had a
chance to get sated before Riley burst in. He managed to say in his ordinary voice that he
wasn’t hungry, and heard Riley’s footsteps moving away from the door.
Gran’ Lucy and he were used to leaving Duke to his own devices – they had often gone for
days without seeing him. They only ventured to check on him and knock on his door on
Thursday, when they got a call from Woodenhead Comprehensive. The woman wanted to know
why Duke hadn’t been to school for two days after the Halloween celebration.
When Gran’ Lucy and Riley came into his room, they saw Lucy’s knitted quilt hung up
awkwardly, as if to shield Duke’s bed from the sunlight. An enormous butterfly was sitting on
Duke’s desk, lazily flapping its wings, which hardly fit into the room and sometime scraped the
walls. With every flap, emerald and golden glitter rained onto the bed and the floor. When
Gran’ Lucy saw it, for some reason it made her think of the man in Marquez’s Hundred Years of
Solitude, whom no one noticed aging for centuries.
“Riley, look!” Gran’ Lucy said in calm wonder. “Duke’s turned into a butterfly!”

The End
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The Path of Immortality
By Thomas Cunningham
“I chose black, for black is the colour of death.” Gratian intoned his practised words as he lit
the last black candle. Blonde hair and pale skin contradicted his chosen colour. Blue eyes
widened. She knew she must say something original, and clever. Her sweet lips quivered.
“It’s so intense!” Her smile pleaded for him to accept her meagre tribute.
“Death is the most intense thing we will know, Myrina.” Her parents could not have given
her that name. She must have taken it from some song, or an actress. A little act of rebellion, a
great episode in the adventure she wanted her life to be. “Death is the great reality, which we
seek to deny.”
By her life, he would deny death again.
Seven candles burned in each of the seven candleholders. Their flames glowed on the
black floor tiles, stars in an inverted sky. Folds of drapes emerged from the shadows, and
slipped back into them. The shapes of tables and chairs and armoire merged with the gloom. A
golden lustre gleamed along the curves of the black ware vases. The chamber hovered between
phantom and solid, the portal of a dream.
In Hadrianoplis, the courtesans practised that stagecraft. An array of candles, in a room
muffled in black, created an aura of light. The diffuse radiance gilded all it illuminated. By that
golden light, Gratian still appeared as the sculptors portrayed him, during his brief reign.
Blackness and candlelight softened the contours of his face, and smoothed the texture of his
skin. A veneer of youth concealed his ancient hunger.
She needed no veneer. With a slight regret, he recalled the touch of flesh upon flesh, the
spasms of release that were all mortals could know of ecstasy.
“The eyes are the windows of the soul.”
In her eyes, a small measure of experience trembled in the balance, against all she hoped
and dreamed. Though she thought herself free, the fear of breaking with what she had been
sternly taught was still strong within her. Eagerness halted at the last doubt. Unable to answer
him, she looked away, a gilded blush on her face.
“I see a deeper light in your eyes.” Gratian spoke to her silence. “Tell me what has kindled
it.”
Her words came slowly, then in a rush. “I’ve been looking … searching … for such a long
time! Searching …” Her lips trembled with unspoken words.
“You can share your story with me.”
Her story was so vital, so intimate, she could not risk putting it in words. “I felt an
emptiness within me …”
Gratian already knew her story. Her thoughts whispered a silent confession. In her
memories, he saw the backyards and classrooms and streets that confined her. The escape from
her parents and the life they intended for her played out, over and over again. As ancient as
Babylon and Rome, the excitements of the city were new to her. Each day was an adventure, an
epic of bus rides and thrift stores. Every conversation blossomed into friendship. All her nights
were giddy with a promise she still had not claimed. That promise pulsed around her, and
smiled before her, and returned after all her hesitations and retreats.

Gratian could not easily recall when he had tasted this freshness. A sour aftertaste tainted
the memory of his recent feasts. Desperate hedonists, whining nihilists, sophisticates
flourishing that week’s fashions. He had not allowed himself to admit how unsatisfied such
prey left him. Gratian postponed the fatal moment, to savour savoured the beauty he would
destroy.
“I feel there is something waiting for me. It is … it may be, my destiny … but there is
something I must do … something I have never done … something dangerous, and yet, I must
do it.”
He smiled at the secret she could not speak. In the aura of candlelight, she recalled the
noble women in Smyrna, in Venice, in Dijon, though they would never have uttered such banal
sentiments. It amused Gratian to recognize her resemblance to the young soldiers of his legion.
They also left villages and parents. They too sought their destiny on the great stage of the
world. They saw their dreams of glory reflected in him, in his cause. Arms raised, they pledged
loyalty to his standard. Forgetting their own names, they shouted his, again and again. Still a
mortal, he had not yet learned that honor and shame were stamped on the same base coinage.
Intoxicated by the passions of that lesser life, he gloried in the exultation on their faces.
The ravens feasted on those faces, in the hills of Dacia. He escaped across the Pontus
Euxiuns.
“But I feel … I think now … I must act.” Confused words and images spun to the
quickening tempo of her excitement. Embraces, purposes, the understanding of friends, the
gratitude of those she would help, the realization of her shining plans. All her desires danced
before her, hands outstretched, at last inviting her to join the dance.
In the last agony, she would learn it was the dance of death.
Ashamed of its own need, mortal desire always wore a disguise. In some centuries, it
anointed itself with the vestments of piety. Gratian preached then contempt for the pleasures of
this world. He feigned to fast, and knelt in vigils, reciting the names of the saints. Men and
women were drawn to him by his show of sanctity. At other times, in other rooms, he spoke of
swordsmanship and falconry, of the mastery of horses, and men. Or he talked of music and
poetry, and made exquisite distinctions among brushstrokes. A single gold coin in his palm
promised wealth. With the passing centuries, Gratian peered into microscopes and telescopes,
and predicted the bright new world that science would create. A thousand masks, to mirror the
monotonous variety ofmortal desire.
“But tell me what you have found.” Like a child, she dared him to go first.
“Death is the gateway to immorality.” He gestured to the sable drapery, as if behind its
folds, that gateway stood open.
“Just for you?”
The wisdom of the dove. In her naivety, she guessed at what sophisticates never suspected.
“For the chosen few, who alone can follow the path.”
There had been a chosen few. Heirs of mysteries from the ages before Eridu and Uruk, a
brotherhood sustained by slaughter. Only an empire could satisfy the hunger that consumed
them. By their power, he would be restored to the throne. Through him, they would rule.
Gratian donned their cloaks, and chanted their rituals. They performed the sacrifice. He became
immortal.

The youth had golden eyes. The taste of the memories of lyre and vineyard returned to
Gratian. The sweetness of the first feast, so seldom equalled.
Those immortals knew the secrets Apep entrusted to the Sphinx. They spoke the chant that
drew blood from the moon, and drew the circle that forbad the invisible enemy. They did not
possess the wisdom of the dove. Nor the wisdom of the serpent, or they would have known an
emperor reigns alone. Their useless screams echoed to silence, as their dust sifted and sank in
the catacombs beneath Ctesiphon.
“Tell me about the path you have followed.”
His path wound through cities and centuries. Clouds of incense rose to the dome of Hagia
Sophia. Clouds of cigar smoke lingered in the club rooms of Belgravia. The bells pealed in their
high towers. He was glad when the clamor of steel and steam drowned out their clanging, but
he missed the amusement of public tortures and executions. Across the Mediterranean, across
the Alps, across the Channel. Outlasting the marble and bronze images the sculptors fashioned,
he strode from decade to decade, century to century. Across the Atlantic. A shadow in a world
of steel and glass, he disappeared into the ever-growing numbers of the many. He stepped into
another millennium. A thousand lives fed him on the path of immortality.
“What matters, Myrina, is the path you follow.”
Her path was at its end. He would steal her memories and her being. She would shiver in
the bitter cold of the infinite, a consciousness stripped naked. The husk of her body would
crumble into the dust that he should be. Like a wisp of smoke from an extinguished candle, her
pillaged spirit would dissolve into darkness.
Her new friends would soon forget her. They would not even ask what had happened to
her. The parents who never understood would always mourn the daughter who would never
return.
“My path leads to you.”
Gratian could no longer taste and savour. His hunger commanded him. A gasp came from
the lips raised for a kiss, as his power entered her. If the blue window had been glass, they
would have shattered at his phantom touch. They were flesh, so they must endure the pain.
Abandoning restraint, he reached for faces and rooms, for stanzas of songs and sunsets and cafe
tables. Her hours on the park grass, her days behind the counter, her nights alone and yearning,
scrolled before him. In a frenzy of greed and hunger, Gratian seized her memories.
They were not her memories.
Her life had not passed through these streets and rooms. Those faces were not her parents,
her friends, the lovers she had turned away. All these memories were taken from other lives.
Memories from a hundred, a thousand other lives, woven together to deceive him.
Her innocence mirrored his own hunger.
Gratian fled the field ofAegyssus, when the Goths rode down his cavalry, and swept
around the ranks of his infantry. Abandoning his generals and his soldiers, he escaped before
the trap closed around him. Neither shame nor honor hindered him as he rode away, whipping
the horse until it collapsed beneath him.
He could not flee now. The strength taken from a thousand lives was not enough to break
free of her grip.
Her power scythed through him.

Bells pealed in the towers, high above the squalid towns. Obedient, the golden youth knelt
before him, eager for the promised transformation. The abbess writhed in his embrace, unable
to cry out her final prayer. A centurion. A peasant. A judge in Amastris, a merchant in Nicaea, a
widow in Pergamon. One stroke of the heavy clappers for each life he consumed. The cadence
of ritual ruled all speech in the imperial court of the Komnenos. Drunken shouts, and fists
banged on tables, echoed in the Norman stronghold in Palermo. The bells tolled from the spires
of Gothic cathedrals. Secure in his luxury, he waited out the plague in Pisa and Tours. In
Toledo, he listened with pretended sympathy to the confession of the Grand Inquisitor. He
promised the princess freedom, but took her, before the guillotine could enjoy her. The clamour
of the bells was words sounded in a hundred languages. Every word spoke the name of desire.
The words were the voices of the waves, lapping at the wharf in Genoa, in Dover, in New York.
The carillon was a recording, played over loudspeakers, sounding above the hurried indifferent
crowds.
The cold encircled him. Its frost penetrated his spirit with feathery fingers. He could not
cry out, or even whimper. Sound was frozen within him.
The body that had walked through the centuries was a statue made of sand. It crumbled in
a torrent of dust. Gratian hovered, a wisp of smoke, drifting through his own dissolution.
The clang of the bells was the cry of the ravens, feasting on the field.
The flames of the candles sputtered, and wavered. The folds of sable drapery swayed in
the gust of troubled air. A cloud of swirling dust marred the golden light. With a final flutter, the
black fabric dropped straight.
The woman waved her hand, to sweep away the last particles of dust that specked the air.
Blackness and candlelight smoothed away the centuries. A golden lustre traced the counters of
the face that showed whatever her quarry desired to see. Black wax dripped and puddled.
Myrina left the candles to burn down their wicks. She resumed her search upon he path that she
must follow alone.
Ends

No More Mead
By DJ Tyrer
Torvald thought it was ridiculous: a country of drunkards with twenty-four hour opening and he
couldn’t find a boozer for love or money. He had heard people blame the supermarkets, but
people seemed to blame everyone else for everything – he had been forced to listen to a
Labour supporter at the bus stop explaining just why there was absolutely no economic crisis
and, anyway, the bankers, Thatcher and Major were all responsible, with Cameron and
Osborne just making it worse, while his beloved Blair and Brown were innocent of all charges.
Whoever it was who was to blame, they had certainly done a good job messing things up.
Things had been so much better in the days of the Mead Hall, and the era of the Gin Palace
had been pretty good, too, but regulation seemed to be the death of a good drink, even if said
regulations meant more booze not less.
It wasn’t just that Torvald was a raging alcoholic, although he was, but he actually
needed to drink. Needed in the literal sense of a requirement. A millennium and more ago,
Torvald had discovered that excessive consumption of alcohol resulted in pickling. Death, of
course, was a more common outcome, but, if one survived the pickling process, one would
live forever, preserved. The problem was that, if the pickling process ceased to be maintained
for too long and the body’s natural juices allowed to reassert themselves, a return to mortality
would result in a rapid death, thanks to extensive liver and kidney damage. In fact, Torvald
had a feeling that, thanks to alcohol and atrophy, it was entirely possible he had neither liver
nor kidneys left in any remaining sense.
Finally, he spotted some school kids, the answer to his prayers. He had long before
learnt that youths were the best source of booze for anyone who didn’t care about the quality.
White Lightning or Special Brew would do, even if he preferred something a little classier.
Meths would do at a pinch, but wasn’t good as a long-term option, so he preferred to avoid it
whenever possible; if he hadn’t spotted the kids, he would have begun searching for a DIY
store.
He was in luck. The kids did, indeed, have some cheap cider that tasted like paint
stripper, which they were willing to share. It wasn’t much, definitely nowhere as good as
mead, but it would prevent normalisation from taking place. Guzzling some of the toxic liquid,
he felt a familiar sense of warmth blaze down his throat and spread throughout his body, his
extremities becoming reassuringly numb, once more. In anyone else, that would have
represented the painful scouring of cells from the length of the gullet, followed by some
degree of alcohol poisoning. The kids looked quite sickly as they swallowed it down, but he
couldn’t care. When you had lived – existed? -as long as he had, drunk as much as he had,
and seen untold numbers of people sicken and die, such concerns drifted into irrelevance
even faster than he drifted into stupefaction.
Torvald wandered off to find a bush beneath which he might pass-out and enjoy his
unconsciousness. Down the centuries, he had learnt to appreciate the pleasures of becoming
comatose beneath a holly or a buddleia. He supposed that spending eternity unresponsive
was not really that different to being dead, but, somehow, it did strike him as preferable to the
alternative. It certainly did for him, anyway, and he couldn’t complain. Not when he was
unconscious, anyway...
Ends

Photographic Proof

Strange

By J. J. Steinfeld

By Aeronwy Dafies

On an unsettling night
having more ponderous
and perilous news reports
than usual or bearable
there was a sight
outside the scientist’s window
eluding both rational words
and illogical gasps
like a startled magician
reaching for a familiar prop
he grabbed his digital camera
and started clicking away
out-of-control search
for authenticity and proof
the battery low and unruly
threatening to abandon
his reaching for proof
when proof is a foolishness
halfway between calming deception
and disobedient madness
tomorrow with battery fully
charged and camera close at hand
he will wait for either deception
or absurdity to appear at his window
and will click madly away
like the greatest photographer
since the beginning of time.

It was strange
The way that
Whenever anybody died
A crow always appeared
In the churchyard
Not for the ceremony
The burial
But, always the day of death
Sometimes on a gravestone
Or, stone marker-cross
Sometimes on the wall
Observing me passing by
Most often on the path
When I came to lay flowers
Or, visit my grandmother’s grave
Standing, watching me
Before hopping away
At my sombre approach
Vanishing from sight
And, always, I’d know
The news before it came
And, maybe, it was nothing
Nothing more than coincidence
Yet, I never seemed
To see it
In the churchyard
At other times…

Photographic Proof' was first published in I Know What I Saw: Poems of the Unexplained (Ed. Barry Napier, Needfire Poetry)

Bushel
By George Aitch
The fayre came to Swanford and She came with it. The last night of the Harvest was warm and
muggy and the afternoon found me keeping bar at the Wheatsheaf, serving pewter tankards of
cider to the men and women who'd finished up at the orchard. The golden hour chimed and
shone with the end of the farm labour to great relief. There were many busy today. Many tired
yet joyful bodies pressing themselves up against the bar. A long line of filled pockets ready to
reap the rewards of the season's work. I barely got an opportunity to sit down. The only way I
could sneak refreshment was to dip into a cool bushel of apples the landlord had put at the end
of the bar. These kept me going into the evening.
The pub was a stout brick building by the dirt track, only a measure of the way to the river.
Carved into the chimney was the eighteenth century date of the ground-breaking. Forget the
church, the Wheatsheaf was the hub about which Swanford turned. All the village players could
be found here during all seasons, can Father MacAffrey say the same? I had spent good
portions of my young years either side of the bar and could claim with confidence that I knew
most of the merry faces who stopped there. But not hers.
At some point our eyes met. I had finished serving a round to a big red faced man when I
came to her. She smiled and asked for a pint which I dutifully poured. When I brought it back to
her, she had one of my apples sunk between her teeth. The way she looked at me then settled it.
In her eyes I saw reams of pale blue like the clearest water or the end of the sky in summer. I
knew then that I belonged to her.
She sat by herself, supped on the froth and watched the others. A band of Morris men
came in, jangling their bells and clapping their staves together. When they started their jig, she
was the first to join them. While the other drinkers cheered on from the edges, she was bobbing
at the heart of it all. The eight dancers came to a halt, mopped brows and doffed their caps to
the lady. As they approached the bar, she reclaimed her seat. Meanwhile, the revellers brought
the house down. They invited many outside to watch them prance with a hobby horse but she
stayed put. Dogs came up to her to say hello and she played with them. If they had long hair,
she would twirl it through her fingers. It was only after the sun began to set and more fieldsmen
came in, sweaty from gathering and threshing the corn, that she removed herself from the end
of the bar.
Though masses of people came and went, I didn't once take my eye off of her and she
knew it. Every time I was caught in the act, the girl whipped her grin out at me and looked
away. Another swell of people flooded in when the afternoon portion of the riverside fayre had
died down. They hit the bar, bragging about the boat races and still smelling of hog roast. She
was with them, flanking the crowd with a shilling in her hand. Pressing it into mine, she pointed
a grubby hand at the pitcher of cloudy lemonade we had standing at the back. I obliged her with
a chilled glass.
Returning her smile with change, I continued to serve the other customers. In that time I
finished another apple from the bushel and grabbed a pair more. My quitting time was
approaching. When the cuckoo clock over the mirror struck ten, I knew that I was off. Wasting
not a second, I threw down my towel and slipped out. I didn't even wait for the next lad to take

my place. She was waiting for me outside where the moths danced in the lantern light. Leaning
on the jamb, the candlelight threw her figure into fine relief. I had to blush. She smiled again
and I was sweating, but not for the heat.
"How'd you like to-" I said, asking her to the fayre.
"Yes." was all she said. Then span and sped off down the road towards the riverside
meadow where the tents had been set up earlier in the day. An alderman was sat on a low bench
by the window smoking his pipe. When he saw me ready to pursue her, he sucked his teeth. At
his feet a shaggy wolfhound dozed.
"You watch that one, young man. She means trouble." I only touched my cap and chased
after the girl. Fleet as I was, by now she was almost around the bend in the hedgerows. All of a
sudden, she dived into a natural snicket formed by a copse. Of course I followed her into the
cow parsley and bracken. Up ahead I heard her jeering me on. The nettles thrashed me on all
sides; come the morning my legs were to be livid and bright. The woods broke open to the
pasture ahead. I could see the fayre; a mass of white canvas and torchlight nestled by the river.
She was awaiting me, but I grabbed her shoulder just in case. She slipped off and held
herself just out of reach, mocking me with another jig.
"Wait" I panted. If I hadn't been red-faced before, I certainly was now. "I don't know your
name!"
"Robin. What's yours?" She had a harelip and a proper Wessex lilt.
"I'm Thomas," I said and removed my hat, "where do you want to go first?"
Robin shrugged and tossed her hair back out of the breeze. She took her place beside me.
We strolled along towards the fayre, she, watching the flying river bugs above our heads, and I,
trying to work up the courage to slip my hand into hers.
As we approached, I could see what the individual stalls were about. Some more suited to
the daylight were already packing up. The cream teas, tombolas and charity stalls were winding
down towards a close. Others, particularly the ale tent, were doing roaring trade and had no
reason to stop. It was a clear night. The moon shone over the meadow and reflected in the calm
waters of the river. On the banks, beetles and flies buzzed in the reeds. Where my feet trod in
the mud, it turned up and squelched on my shoes. Robin was barefoot. She'd spun a daisy chain
about her pale ankle.
"Would you like a drink?" I asked her, gesturing to one of the beer stalls. I wanted to get to
know her, to properly pick her brains. But her freckles and auburn hair had me at sixes and
sevens and my tongue didn't know where to begin. I held off on my opening, afraid that I'd
advance too keenly and draw first blood.
“I'll take a drink, Thomas. Whatever you're having.” I joined the fray from the other side
this time. A minute didn't go by that I'd turn my head to check that Robin was still there. Having
her next to me felt like thistle down; if I didn't grasp her she'd float away in the wind and be lost
forever. After too long waiting I came away with two pints in smooth wooden cups. We sat on
the damp grass and watched the punters go to and fro. Once we'd pitched the spot, I brought out
the two apples I'd plucked from the bushel and we shared them. A sliver of the skin pinned
itself to my front teeth and I had to work it out with my tongue.
When she dipped her head onto my shoulder I felt as though my chest could burst wide
open. I nearly pulled away, frightened that she'd hear my heart beating so loud. Wiping my

hands on my trousers and workshirt, realising that I'd been pressing them hard into the soil.
Robin finished her apple, the vibrations from her jaw passing through my breast. I clutched at
the moment, trying to capture it so that I might picture this scene forever. The two of us on the
damp grass watching the people of the village at the fayre.
Luckless men tried the coconut shy. Children ran between the crowds with fluffy
candyfloss held in sticky hands. Under the marquee, a band of musicians struck the first note to
get a country dance going. Fuelled by ale, the good people joined in laughing. Earlier in the
day, dragonflies had flickered over the haze rising from the river where the boat races had gone.
Now those boats were left under the bridge to dry on the bank. I looked over to her and plucked
the courage from the depths of myself. My hand ensnared her soft palm and everything fizzed.
It was wonderful.
Fingers interlocked we continued our drinks. All around us people trod with their friends
and families in neat summer dress. Little girls sat on hay bales and were hoisted onto fathers'
shoulders. Well-to-do young men my age swaggered and boasted about lawn tennis and
shooting pheasants. Their fine shoes trod on the discarded apple cores we'd hurled in the path.
The alderman who'd sat outside the Wheatsheaf marched by with his dog and stick. He winked
at me and made for the ale tent. Soon we saw him jouncing with a tambourine decked in red
and green ribbon.
I thought back to earlier in the day when I'd helped to raise the thick canvas tents. This
morning I had felt the sun on my arms as we prepared for the day. We rolled out the barrels and
swaddled them with blankets for the stalls. A long spit was erected for the pig to be cooked on.
Underneath the sycamores, the dying embers of the hog-roast still blazed. When they were
getting the fire going earlier, the meadow had been completely enveloped in the rich wood
smoke. Now the pork had been divided among the fairgoers so that only the broach was left. We
had drained the drinks to the dregs. She gasped and nudged me. A raft of swans were floating in
the current. They drifted from the mill pond under the bridge and past the meadow in
formation.
Without a word, we stood and went down through the wooden markets and stalls. At first I
thought we were going to the river's edge to get a closer look at the swans, but I was wrong.
She seized a strawberry which she held in her mouth then offered to me. When the proprietor
grumbled and yelled, we linked hands and ran off through the grass, retracing our steps. We
ducked behind an old log halfway between the fayre and the thicket. Crickets chirped as our
brown eyes met again. Without thinking this time I kissed her again. Our lips met and I came
away tasting sweet strawberry.
"Thomas, do you want to go somewhere else?" She asked.
"Show me."
Silently we left the green back the way we'd come. At the hedgerow, Robin broke into a
run. She didn't slow down nor halt when we crossed the track bordering the Wheatsheaf. Past
the church, past the post-office, past the old schoolhouse with the bell tower. The pace did not
slow ‘til the last cottage was behind us. No rows of houses, only rooves and chimneys poking
up through the trees. Somewhere among them was mine.
She took me towards the woods. The fires of the fete glowed orange in the field below.
The rows of tents and stalls were matchboxes in our eyes. The river was a dark thread. Our feet

pattered through a faerie ring and I held my breath to make a wish. The trail opened up again
and in the moonlight we ran across the cricket field.
It wasn't long before we were into the woods. A rich earthy smell rose off of the ferns and
shrubs from where the rains had come ahead of sunrise. The last flowers closed up their bloom
ready for another day. Insects swam dozily through the air. Robin paused in a clearing and bent
in to peck my neck. Surprising her, I held her close, squeezing her deep to my chest. She
squealed and laughed. We froze in that way, it could have been for aeons. Then a brief shower
interrupted us and we sprang apart. It did not matter; the night air was such that our clothes
were soon dry.
Up ahead a rabbit fled from a coppice and ducked into a hole made by a fallen tree.
Pheasant calls mingled with owls and other wild fowl to make a symphony for the closing of
the day. My ears pricked to catch the screech of a deer (or was it a hare?) over the hillside.
There were stars out, but we weren't held by them. The leafy canopy overhead obscured the sky
from us. We were alone and what we did was secret and only the woodlice would know.
At the threshold of the old hall we paused. The quiet swelled and overtook us again.
Somewhere a field of sheep were bleating. Now we were on the cusp of the haunted part of the
woods, where Old Borwick and his hunters were said to tread. The branches above parted and
by the starlight she read my fortune in my veins. When it came to her turn, she danced away
and I had to chase her, tossing up last year's fallen beech leaves as I went.
Further still into the forest and we were among the bluebells. A soft carpet of blue which
almost glowed. I was in two minds to tread on these lamps of ours until I watched her fall
backwards into the moss. Mimicking her, we lay there arm in arm watching the moon, the stars
and everything else. She rolled onto her side and there was a stillness, as though there was no
space between us. Any gap had closed off completely.
Fireworks set off from the riverbank soared into the sky. We felt each blow and as the
clouds drifted over us on the hillside I could taste the cordite and sulphur from each display.
More fires lit up the hill, each more splendid and fleeting than the last. Each flash of glowing
vivid colour etched on the back of my eyelid and in my memory for ever more. Both of us lying
where the blackberries and sloes will come up soon. Near the thin sticks from which we weave
wicker. That is where I picture Robin forever.
And when they were done, together we tracked back over the trodden path. Through brush
and leaves until our feet tiptoed over cobblestone. The winding trail found my doorstep. Both of
us barefoot now, we crept across my floorboards to my bed and there we spent the night. In the
dark, I find her body and her tongue drowns my silence. We kiss and embrace. We do. We do.
In the morning, dawn's first light found only one in the bed and a pile of leaves where his
partner had been. The pile is dried and crisp. Did the wind gather them up into the spot where
Robin slept? As I sit up, a gust gently grasped them and ushered them all through the open
window. They tumble and spin then fly away. They were the colour of her hair. Overnight,
while I slept, she has melted away or snuck out without lifting the latch. Either way, she had
gone. My bed was empty, though not lonely.
Her name was Robin. She reminded me of a schoolmarm from long ago. We had our time
together and then we didn't. I like to replay it in my mind sometimes, on long summer nights
when moths are dancing. Or within the crunch and sweetness of the first apple from the bushel.
Ends

The Pitch
By Nick Sweeney
One summer lunchtime in the centre of a small city in the steel-producing region,
Gregor Tomas ate his sandwiches in a cool and leafy tunnel in the park. Then he
strolled back towards his office. Near the park gates he heard the sound of a guitar,
and he stopped to listen to a busker. The man was small, but unostentatiously
handsome, and well-dressed, and he played a lively tune with casual expertise. Then
the musician stopped, looking somewhat agitated.
Gregor, after a moment’s hesitation, clapped, put his hand in his pocket and
brought out some coins, then dropped them carefully into the busker’s hat.
The busker looked up from his instrument, and with no preamble, and barely
catching his eye, asked Gregor, “Hey, can you help me out?”
Gregor was about to joke, “I just did,” but there was a gravity in the guitar player’s
face and posture that stopped him. He said, “How?”
“I got a premonition,” the busker claimed. “Of something bad. I got to go get my
wife. Before it’s too late.”
“Too late?”
“And my kids.”
“Well, sure.” Gregor was intrigued. “But – ”
“And this pitch by the park gates is the best in town. If I leave, it’ll get stolen.
Buddy, be a mensch and guard my pitch. Five minutes, or as long as it takes to play
Dark Eyes four times, with the first one real slow and sad. And, please, look after the
money I made here, too.”
Gregor was about to laugh off the busker’s request, but there was a sense of
urgent longing in the man’s expression. He found himself taking the offered guitar. He
held it, looked it over, marvelled at its lightness of weight, and its polished spruce
surface.
“Five minutes.” The man spread a hand, caught Gregor’s eyes in his own dark
eyes for a mournful second, and was gone.
There was hardly a soul by the gates when Gregor had arrived, he was sure, but
when he looked up from examining the guitar, he saw that seven or eight people were
watching him. He looked briefly, and in quiet panic, at the faces; they were expectant,
encouraging. “Go ahead,” a man said. Another urged him, “Play.”
A woman accompanied twin girls of about five years old, both in white dresses.
Gregor was becoming aware that more people were joining his audience. He smiled
uncomfortably at the twins, who almost made smiles back.
“Why don’t you play?” came a call, cheery but impatient. “Music,” others begged.
The people around Gregor could now be described as a crush, and he could no longer
see the road, nor the entrances to the buildings on the opposite side of the street.
He strummed a few chords, and was pleased at how they sounded.
“Play Dark Eyes,” the mother of the twins said. “For my dark-eyed kids.”

Gregor looked down into the twins’ eyes. They were indeed very dark. He saw
himself in them, as in a highly-polished piece of expensive furniture: a man, holding a
guitar. Then he thought he saw flames jump in the girls’ eyes, and was unsettled to see
himself engulfed in them. He recoiled, and almost stumbled, but when he steadied
himself he found that he had started picking out the first few notes of Dark Eyes.
He remembered the busker’s instructions, and played it sad, made it take its time.
Some people in the crowd hummed the melody, and a woman, Gregor was sure, was
even attempting a harmony. A few people at the front looked dreamy. The twins had
begun to smile.
Gregor wasn’t sure when he’d reached the end of Dark Eyes; it is the kind of song
in which the verse is the chorus and the chorus is the verse, and if a player is not
careful he will be lost in it somewhere, while knowing that it doesn’t actually matter.
Gregor let the song’s three-four stray occasionally into four-four but, again, it didn’t
matter. The pauses seemed to be signalled by the crowd, people calling “Bravo!” and
“Beautiful!” and stepping forward discreetly to throw money into the hat, the coins fixing
the notes in place just as they seemed about to blow away. As people deposited their
offerings they touched Gregor on the arm and thanked him for making their day with a
sad rendition of a cheery song or, as Dark Eyes sometimes sounds, a cheery rendition
of a sad song. “You made the minor major,” an elderly man carrying a violin case told
Gregor authoritatively, then was contradicted a second later by a tiny woman who
carried a trumpet loose in her hand, and said, “Your major became minor.” The money
dropped into the hat, and Gregor’s arm was squeezed.
***
When the crowd had dispersed, four men stood in a close square around Gregor. He
sent a smile out to them, though in truth he was getting a little tired of beaming. He did
not need to worry about that – the smile fell from his face once they began to speak in
a relay of undertones to remind him that he was on their friend’s pitch, holding their
friend’s guitar, at his feet their friend’s hat which contained their friend’s money. “What
do you have to say to that?” the ringleader demanded. He was a short man with stubby
greying hair, and he looked like a pugilist.
Gregor was speechless for a second, but then explained, “Well, he told me to
guard the pitch for him. He did,” he insisted, as he saw the sceptical faces before him.
A tall, gaunt fellow with hair so black it was a shade of blue called Gregor a liar,
adding, “He is at this pitch every day, rain or shine, morning till night.”
“And he would never leave it in the hands of a stranger,” one of the others put in –
this was a nasty-looking little blob of a man. “Not when we, his friends, are looking out
for him.”
“But it’s true,” said Gregor.
“Why would he go?” one of the men asked, in a reasonable enough tone.
Gregor explained about the busker’s premonition, and his wife and kids, his air of
desperation. The men laughed as the tale unravelled, their laughter dark and
meaningful, and they measured Gregor with unstinting stares.

“He doesn’t have premonitions,” one of the friends said. He was bespectacled and
almost professorial under the mop of unkempt hair that crowned his forehead. “He’s
not the type for anything so fancy.”
“Well, I don’t know about that,” Gregor admitted. “But listen, he’ll be back in a
minute.”
“Hear this,” the pugilistic man stated. “Hand over our friend’s guitar, pass us his
hat and the contents, and surrender this pitch immediately.”
Gregor was happy to do all three. He handed the instrument to one of the men,
and picked up the hat, held it out to the ringleader.
“Hold on.” The leader held up a hand. “You got to count the money first.”
“Count it?” said Gregor. “Why?”
“Accounting,” he was told. “That is one reason why. The other reason is that, if you
don’t, we will kick you, all of us, and very hard.”
Gregor gave in, and counted. First the notes, which he handed to the nearest
man, the one with the glasses. The coins took a little longer, but he kept a running total
as he passed each denomination over.
“That’s a tidy total,” the pugilist told him when he had finished. “And you were
about to steal it from our friend.”
“I was not.” Gregor stamped his foot. “I told you, already. He asked me to look
after his pitch.”
“Yeah.” The tall one laughed harshly. “Because he had a premonition.” They all
chimed in on the word, sniggering and, in fact, making it sound utterly implausible,
even to Gregor.
“A tidy sum,” the leader resumed. “I don’t know whether we ought to kick you
anyway. Or even run you in to the police.”
“You can’t do that.” Gregor was helplessly angry at the way circumstances were
treating him. “I was trying to do a good deed.”
“Good deed indeed,” they scoffed. The men crowded in on Gregor. The ringleader
looked at his watch, and said, “You have fifteen seconds to get out those gates, or we
will make you sorry you were ever born.”
Gregor made a gesture with his hands that gave up on their reason. Look at me,
he was trying to say, an honest citizen doing a kindness, and why can’t you see that?
“Starting now,” the blob prompted, and so reluctantly, and yet also in a hurry,
Gregor walked to the gates. He was raging, but not utterly pessimistic. He would wait
nearby, that was his plan, and watch for the return of the guitar player, and then all
would be revealed and explained, and he would be exonerated.
***
Once out the gates, he almost bumped into a man, and his initial exasperation turned
to joy when he saw before him the guitar player.
“Thank Heavens you’re back,” he almost shouted, and he reached down and
pumped the busker’s hand with some enthusiasm. The man looked wary, and made a
doubtful smile.

“What happened?” he said.
“Come, quickly,” Gregor told him. “You have to help me explain.”
“Explain?” Far from hurrying, the guitar player stopped and stood where he was,
his arms folded across his chest. “No,” he said. “Explain something to me. Why aren’t
you at my pitch? And where’s my guitar – that guitar is a Mattacarri, pal, a gem among
guitars, a jewel of an instrument, number forty seven of only a hundred and seventy
two made before Mattacarri decided he couldn’t improve on perfection and gave it all
up to drive trams. And my hat, dammit – where’s my hat?”
“Don’t worry. Your friends are looking after them.”
“My friends?”
“Come, quickly – I told you. They’re looking after the pitch, too.”
As they reached the spot by the park railings, Gregor saw that it was empty of all
but passers-by, who stepped smartly around the two rather lost-looking men.
“Your friends,” said Gregor, looking all around him, searching for the group.
“Your… short friend?”
The busker shook his head.
“Looks like a boxer? And the one with all the hair and the glasses, who…”
“No.”
“The little fat man, and the… You mean, you have no friends of that description at
all?”
“Buddy.” The busker sighed deeply. “Truth be told, I got no friends much at all.”
“I don’t know what to say.” The realisation crept over Gregor that he had been
conned, and, to make it worse, not out of anything of his own, but out of somebody
else’s things. “But look, at least nobody has taken your pitch.” He was trying to sound
bright, but even as he spoke a minstrel ambled up to the spot by the park gates and
began to unpack a banjo, and to tie cymbals to his knees.
The guitar player banged a fist into his palm. “You know how much that guitar was
worth?” he demanded of Gregor, who cast his eyes down. “It was irreplaceable. It was
priceless. And I don’t suppose you know how much money was in my hat?”
“Well.” Gregor realised that the naming of the sum might not help matters, but his
honesty got the better of him. “As a matter of fact, I do.” He recounted the total, a tidy
sum, he remembered.
“So.” The busker put a hand on his shoulder. The gesture seemed both imploring
and threatening at the same time. “What are we going to do about it?”
***
“It was an expensive day,” Gregor recounted to a few confidantes. A trip to the bank
had cleaned him out, replacing, as he did, both a tidy sum and an irreplaceable guitar
– even priceless instruments, sadly, have a price.
He had looked up the guitar in the library to ascertain its rarity, and what the
busker had said about it was true enough; Mattacarri guitars were rarer than rocking
horse dung. More interesting, however, was the grainy photo accompanying the piece,
of a band of musicians,captionedMattacarriexponentCharles‘Chip’ Czipinski with

the Jump City Five in their heyday. Gregor had wandered over to a different source in
the library, which traced a brief history of the Jump City Five, noting that the band’s
career had ended when Chip died in a house fire trying to rescue his wife and twins or,
it was speculated, his prized guitar.
“So you were hoaxed,” a confidante summed up, “by a bunch of guys who
resemble this Jump City Five, whether by accident or design. Because, whatever
ghosts need, it ain’t money, is it?”
“No,” Gregor had to agree.
“Hey, though,” another suggested, “perhaps they just need a good laugh?” Gregor
and the other man turned to look at him. “Sure,” he went on. “Ghosts are souls in
torment, aren’t they? They would sure need a laugh.”
“True,” it was agreed. “Or likely, at least.”
“Anyhow,” it was pointed out to Gregor. “It was you that earned some of that tidy
sum in the hat. You ought to have deducted for that, you know.”
“Right.” Gregor clicked fingers. “I should have. I didn’t think.”
“By the way,” one of the company said, “all the years we’ve known you, and you
never told us you can play the guitar.”
“Well.” Gregor smiled, he had to, and bit his lip for a second. “Now that is the thing
that’s bugging me. I can’t.”
Ends
First published in Ambit magazine, 2012

Drawing Board
By Terence Thomas
I was informed by my boss, Jerry, that our comic book needed something new to keep up with
the new crop of illustrators and writers from our competitors.
"Fred, I want you to create your own characters and story line." He said with authority.
"You want me to invent a new character?" I asked.
"Fred, you have been illustrating for every writer in this office…it's time you put your
own character and story line out there. I'll give you two weeks to finish preliminary drawings
and first story line".
"But Jerry…" I said
"No buts about it. You deserve the opportunity to have your own characters and story. And
besides it comes with a raise."
"I don't know about this Jerry."
"Well I do." He replied with confidence.
"But the responsibility." I said with a lack of confidence.
"Fred, you have, on more than one occasion, worked on rush projects and saved our asses.
I don't doubt for a moment, your ability to handle this new project."
He gave me a pat on the back and left my office while I just sat there at my drawing
board thinking about what all this meant. In a few minutes I was putting on my coat and leaving
the office, all the while thinking about my new duties. Could I handle these new
responsibilities?
"Oh what am I worried about?" I said to myself out loud as I put the key into the door of
my apartment building. I continued talking to myself as I got into the elevator and even after I
opened the door to my apartment.
"Maybe a glass of wine would help? I again said out loud to myself.
"Who are you talking to?" I sad again out loud.
I got to stop talking to myself out loud I though. Now where is that wine? I went to the
kitchen and pulled out a bottle and drank from it as I made my way to my drawing board. What
could the most hideous monster in the world look like?
I made a few preliminary sketches and they started looking better as I drank more wine.
Still I missed the mark, so I took a break for a moment and I sat down on the couch to think. In
a few minutes I was asleep but not for long for I was jarred awake by a vision that I quickly
sketched and stood back to see.
"Wow" I said out loud again. "I finally got it."
***
After just a couple of hours of sleep, I put the drawing in my briefcase and took it to the
studio and showed it to my editor. He was available and anxious to see my offering.
"That's great." he said. "It is the scariest thing I've ever seen. It almost jumps off the
page." He paused as he looked at the drawing and then continued. "We are starting a new
series." He said as he kept looking at the drawing intensely.

"Yea, Jerry told me about it." I said.
"I want you in charge of development." He said as he continued looking .
"Yea, He told me about that also." I said.
"We'd like to talk it over with you at lunch today."
"That's great." I said with a big smile on my face. Not sure if I was actually hearing right.
"I'll see you then." He said as he left my office, taking one last glance at the drawing.
I went back to my drawing board and started a few more advanced sketches. When I
looked up I saw my friend and coworker Macy with her hand out.
"Congratulations Fred." she said with a big grin on her face.
"We'll be working on this project together.
"Is that a fact?" I said almost yawning.
"Yes it is...Jerry just told me a few minutes ago."
"Well, I hope you can control yourself and keep your hands off of my paunchy, out of
shape body." I said.
"I'll try Fred, but I'm only human."
We looked at each other with very serious expression on our faces and then we broke into
boisterous laughter.
"OK now, enough of this frivolity." I said. "Let's get down to work."
"Oh shoot. Can't we have just a little more frivolity."
"No, we must get down to work now. Maybe after work we can have more frivolity."
"OK." she said smiling.
***
"Right this way Sir." said the waiter, as he led us to our table. The restaurant was quite fancy so
I figured this must be really important. We took our seats and Jerry spoke.
"Fred, this new project is going to put us back on top in the comic book industry. And, I
might add, to your great efforts as illustrator. Your work has put us in the position to set the
industry standard that others follow." Said the company head Mr. Baxter.
"What did Jerry say to you about the project?"
"Oh, just I was in charge of creating a new character for a series of comic book.
“What are you working on?"
"I thought I'd get started with a few preliminary sketches.”
"Yes...Jerry told me about your first sketch. I believe fantastic was the word he used.
"You will write it yourself, along with Ms. Brown."
"That's quite a responsibility." I said somewhat startled.
"We have faith in you Fred. Your work deserves full exposure.
"Wow I can't believe this."
"Believe it Fred, we think you'll do a great job.
***

Those words, "We think you'll do a great job." kept running through my mind on the way back
to the office. I guess my work finally has received the recognition it deserves, I thought. When I
got back to my office I sat at my drawing board with a smile on my face. Macy walked in and
saw me sitting there.
"Hey, what's the big smile about?"
"We have full control over the project."
"What do you mean?" she said.
"We write it, draw it and have final approval."
"We do?" she said, as she jumped up and down.
"Yes partner, we do." I replied, as I learned back in my chair.
"Just a minute." she said, as she ran out of the room.
She returned in a few moments with a bottle of champagne.
"I've been saving this for quite a while." she said excitedly. I reached over to my desk and
retrieved a couple of plastic cups and she poured the wine.
"To the project!" she said with enthusiasm
We toasted and congratulated our selves for a few minutes and then got down to business.
"The creature you said was the scariest thing you ever saw, is the main subject of the
premier episode of the new strip."
"That's great. What is the name of the character?" she said anxiously.
"The Drool Ghoul." She laughed and we drank the champagne.
After an hour or so the party slowed to a trickle, as did the wine so I went home and
basked in the glow of good news. I slept like a baby but was startled when I saw the morning
News report of a large creature seen roaming the nearby wooded area. How could this be? A
creature resembling my Drool Ghoul had appeared in the near by woods? I ran to my drawing
board and to my surprise, the last drawing of the ghoul was empty.
What ever magic was at work, Itwas my responsibility, my duty to rectify the situation. I
had to collect my thoughts and figure how to get the monster back in the drawing. If the
monster managed to get off the page with the drawing on the board, maybe the board was
magic. It certainly worked well to create a very frightening character. What was it that ever one
said? It nearly jumps off the page. Enough comments like that and it really did.
How would I get it back? The forces that gave it life could be used to bring it back. Now
what was I doing when I last looked at the finished product…oh yes, I was so surprised and
startled at my own work I got up and walked away. But what about the drawings I took to the
office? Oh yes…they were more drawings of the monster at a distance.
For hours I pondered the circumstances, trying to cover all possibilities. I had to put aside
any of my opinion or beliefs and concentrate on how to reverse these events. If the monster
jumped of the page after I walked away, he may be after me for revealing him.
If I place the last drawing on the board he might return and attack me sitting there I must set up the trap
and see if it will work. I put the last drawing on my board and waited nervously. I felt I had to duck under the
board just before he attacked. What if I was too late…it didn’t matter, I had to try, this was all my doing and I
had to correct it.
I waited for what seemed like an eternity. I was sweating profusely and trembling like a leaf. When
would this happen, I thought? Then I heard something behind me and I ducked down. Over me, it felt like a
wind storm and I jumped back up and saw the monster had returned to the page. I quickly grabbed the page and
wadded it up and threw it in the waste paper bin.

I sighed in relief and sat down but got up
quickly when the drawing was opening up and
a horrifying moan filled the air. A match, I said
I’ve got to find a match. I found a book of
matches on my table and quickly lit one and
threw it in the bin. The paper caught fire and
the moan got louder. Again I sat down on my
couch and tried to catch my breath.
What an experience I have gone through.
I sat for a few minutes and then the phone
rang.
I reached to the side of the bed…wait,
the side of the bed? It was all a dream? I put
the phone to my ear and heard.
“Wake up mister illustrator. Your
partner is waiting for you at work!”
Apparently not everything was a
dream.

Ends

Tasseography
By Kathryn Staublin
The art of reading tea leaves.
I met a woman once
who told me this form of divination,
of fortune-telling,
could reveal deep insights
into my subconscious.
This method of meditation
had me mulling over the remains of my
loose leaf oolong tea, wondering
what secrets had formed inside.
But no images revealed themselves to me.
I saw only mush—I showed the
steamy leftovers to her,
and she agreed.
Perhaps coffee grounds
would have offered me
a more profitable future.

Cleef
By Kally Gulliver
Cleef didn’t live the best of lives. Born to many unfortunate circumstances, worst of which was
his name which was due to a misunderstanding between his mother and father. His mother had
a strong New-Zealand accent and his father was an alcoholic. So when his mother said she
wanted him to be called Cliff, his father walked off to the registry office, visiting every pub on
the way there. He was so drunk when he arrived and managed to scribble the word Cleef on the
registry form before passing out.
Along with the unfortunate name Cleef had a problem paying attention in class and often
messed around which meant that he had become very familiar with the wall in the corner. At
first it felt shameful that instead of being part of the joke he became the joke. It was bad enough
people laughing at his name but being sent into the corner was worse. Eventually being sent
there became not a mark of shame but a place he could go and think about things. To him this
corner looked like a sky full of clouds somewhere that like the birds you could soar and be free.
He imagined he was one of them, arms spread and gliding with them, one of them. He looked
up and saw a dark patch in the corner of the ceiling and in his mind flew towards it, leaving his
bird family behind despite their warnings and found himself amongst the stars. Planets flew
past and the universe opened before him and so did his eyes. No longer did he want to be the
class fool, he had a dream and it needed fulfilling.
Many years later after a lot of had work and struggles, with many bachelor's degrees
behind him, Cleef stepped hesitantly but proudly into the ship that was sat on the runway in
Cape Canaveral. He couldn’t see his parents from here, but he knew they were looking on
proudly. Their son Cleef. A mistake that became a sense of pride to them. Finally he would soar
in the skies like he dreamed of many years ago. He would make both his real family and his
bird family proud.
Ends

Alexandra David-Neel
By Michael Lee Johnson
She edits her life from a room made dark
against a desert dropping summer sun.
A daring traveling Parisian adventurer,
ultimate princess turning toad with age-snow drops of white in her hair, tiny fingers
thumb joints osteoarthritis
she corrects proofs at 100, pours whiskey,
pours over what she wrote
scribbles notes directed to the future,
applies for a new passport.
With this amount of macular degeneration,
near, monster of writers' approaches,
she wears no spectacles.
Her mind teeters between Himalayas,
distant Gobi Desert.
Running reason through her head for a living,
yet dancing with the youthful world of Cinderella,
she plunges deeper near death into Tibetan mysticism,
trekking across snow covered mountains to Lhasa, Tibet.
Nighttime rest, sleepy face, peeking out that window crack
into the nest, those quiet villages below
tasting a reality beyond her years

Lucky Scarf
By Aeronwy Dafies
Is it just foolishness
To believe
That this tatty red scarf is magic?
I wore it when I grabbed a prize
On a trip to the seaside, long ago
And, on the day I won the lead
In the school play.
After that
I wore it to every exam
Even though it was a boiling summer’s day
And, the times I didn’t
I didn’t do well.
Later, it went with me to interviews and appointments
And, always saw me right
But, now it’s tatty
And, I feel a twinge of foolishness
At wearing it.
Now, I wonder
Is it really magical
Or, was it just ‘the power of positive thinking’
Its positivity lost now it’s tatty and frayed?

