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Hopes & Fears

Editorial
A new year, but are you looking forward to your hopes
being  fulfilled,  or  are  you  worried  that  your  fears  will
prove true? Well, whether you hoped for it or feared its
coming, here is the new issue – enjoy…

Best, DS Davidson
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Next Issue's Theme:
Truth & Lies

The truth will set you free – but… what lies trap you?
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Slip Up
 By DJ Tyrer

Drop banana skin
Healthy snack transforms to joke
Slip, slide, skid, stumble
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Greece
By José Clemente Carreño Medina

(Translated by Toshiya Kamei)

For Óscar Sendón
You said: I’ll go to another city, go to another sea [...].

You won’t find new countries, won’t find other seas.
The city will follow you [...].

– C.P. Cavafy, The City

Your accent hit me like a
freshwater wave
like the wet sand of the
Río de la Plata
and I stole your unutterable
name
and plunged into the deserted night of
Playa del Carmen
and you asked me, what do you do?
and I bit my
tongue
and you escaped without transgressing your dilated
mouth
and I got lost without revealing to you who
I was
without admitting to you that I’m a
poet…

Grecia
A Óscar Sendón

Dijiste: Iré a otra ciudad, iré a otro mar […].
Nuevas tierras no hallarás, no hallarás otros mares.

La ciudad te seguirá […].
– Constantine Cavafy, La ciudad

tu acento me golpeó como una
ola de agua dulce
como la arena mojada del
Río de la Plata
y te robé tu nombre
impronunciable
y me sumergí en la noche desierta de
Playa del Carmen
y me preguntaste ¿cuál es tu laburo?
y me mordí la
lengua
y te escapaste sin transgredir tu boca
dilatada
y me perdí sin revelarte quién
era
sin confesarte que soy un
poeta…



Links
By Wilda Morris

I saw your face
this morning
when nothing but love
of your daughter
could get you
to rise from bed,
and tonight
when your eyes
were alive again,
your smile briefly
resurrected
by an evening
with friends.
Don’t let go
of that thread,
however fragile,
stitching you
into the fabric
of hope.

Coveted
By Lewis Humphries

 
Astride the Harbour Bridge, bright radiance
shimmers through an airless summer, and gilds
the passageways of stone and providence.
Were it not for these columns of light, and
their contemplative smoulder, he may
not have glimpsed the portents of her splendour.
 
Journeyed beneath the steeled arch, she is
heedless of her beauty, as she weaves the
indiscernible threads of time through her
fingers. Then marvels at the neon blaze
of simulated day, its steeples
plunging through a course of cobalt torrents.
 
Her contemplations, imbued through mottled
rivulets, are not inflected by the
thrusts of his intentions. She is
sentient only to the subtle meld
of dark and light, his presence cast in the
consequent sheathe of far pitched shade.

Have you seen a

View From Atlantis
?

For fantastic genre poetry, visit View From Atlantis and find 12 amazing issues online.
Issue 13 is open to submissions until 15th March and will be online later in the month.

https://viewfromatlantis.wordpress.com/


Relief 
By Nigel Ford

There is a worm in the marrow, insidious. The person had realised for several days that the worm would not be 
succoured, only burst and destroy in rage, it would blunder about until it exploded and then all would be gone, 
there would be silence, nothing and everlasting peace.

The gravel of the towpath crunched beneath the person’s feet, slower with each step, but the person was 
not concerned about this stubborn deterioration, the person would get there, would manage it, it wasn’t far now.

The path was flat, but it felt to the person that they were mounting a hill. The gravel crunching. The steps 
inexorably slowing, each one a greater achievement than the last.

The wound would suppurate, the cries of bats circling the person, were fading but always there.
The bats, thought the person, were always there, like people, they would always be there too, only this 

person in particular would soon not be.
The torrents of spring came to mind, those wonderful misanthropies, a coven of the pageanted rushing for 

summer.
Person was braced for the afterlife and the winter of the soul. Along the path the patches of shadow from 

the clouds were racing. Person felt unexpected regret stir, but said goodbye to that quick enough. Regret had no 
time and no place here. 

Person muttered, “How naïve of fate, crass, this is not crass, I am above fate, there is no wayward 
discontent in me.”

The bench arrived. The person sat and expired, slowly, gently, definitely and with infinite relief.

Ends



Fear
By Christopher Moore

Of all  the  feelings  on the emotional  spectrum, there  is  nothing so horrific,  but  at  the  same time so utterly
fascinating as fear.  That’s not to say it’s the most fascinating emotion in itself- for me, that honour goes to the
more positive sensation of love, be it the platonic, deep-rooted love for family, friends or places, or the even more
compelling,  enthralling  onset  of  romantic  love,  the passion  and longing of  which  often seems like a  flame
overtaking and possessing the whole body and soul.  No, it’s the combination of the two reactions, horror and
fascination, that makes fear so interesting.  Everyone cites guilt as the most pointless emotion, the one that serves
no useful purpose, but, for me, fear is instinctively the sensation that feels useless- crippling as it does the human
ability for aspiration and fulfilment of potential whenever it’s at its very worst.

And yet, that instinct has to be wrong, as without fear, we would cross roads without looking, swim out
to unsafe distances at sea, recklessly provoke those out for an excuse to do us harm.  But still, when you’re in its
grip, it feels pointless- you resent its hold on you utterly, lamenting what you could do or achieve if it just left you
alone, relinquished its claim to you.

From a  logical  viewpoint,  you  acknowledge  its  purpose,  even  necessity,  when  you’re  not  actually
experiencing it, but when it has you, there’s no other feeling you want to banish so completely.  It’s the most
unwanted of emotions the brain has the capacity for, followed only by impotent anger or sorrow.  When trapped
within it, it feels like being in a desolate landscape, somewhere stripped and bleached of all warming light, a total
void when at its worst, populated by oppressive shadows trying to fold you within their embrace and block out
any memory of happier moments or knowledge that there are people and techniques that can help, that you can
turn to.  Nothing makes you feel so utterly alone, and in the most extreme cases, hopeless, and when you truly
reflect on the sensation, you think it’s the most insidious price to have to pay to maintain a healthy survival
instinct.  The cruellest feeling a human being can experience, and yet, in its twisted, powerful way, the most vital.
In that sense, perhaps nothing sums up the human condition quite so well.

Ends

Magpie Fights More Common
By Neil K. Henderson

“One for sorrow, two for joy...” The age-old nursery rhyme seems to all intents and purposes harmless. But in these times of
increasing personal anxiety and social pressure, many people are desperate for that little bit of extra luck. So, as soon as one
magpie is spotted, the observer is at pains to seek the auspicious second bird. This is where tempers can get frayed, as
magpie spotters jostle for position to get a precious sighting of ‘joybringer’ number two. Reports of threatening behaviour, racial
abuse and outright violence are on the increase as magpie-related crime rates soar.

More headaches have been caused by professional troublemakers planting individual trained, or even stuffed, magpies
at outdoor crowd events like football, leading to mayhem with fans struggling to go in all directions after the bird’s, usually non-
existent, partner. A stuffed bird super-glued on the top of a supporters’ bus recently led to the most aggressive spontaneous ‘fun
run’ ever recorded in Stenhousemuir. In Truro, a magpie trained to follow a hearse led to the first police dispersal of a funeral
march in the history of the town, when unseemly elbowing and name-calling got out of hand. Reports of water cannon may
have been exaggerated.

This is not the first time ‘magpie culture’ has led to overreaction. Many historians claim the ill-fated Charge of the Light
Brigade was in fact a mass dash to find the partner of a lone magpie seen flying towards the Russian guns. Such is the force
unleashed by deep-held superstition and the fear of missing something good. And sometimes there has actually been a positive
outcome. Magpies have not been ruled out as the catalyst for bringing down the Berlin Wall.

But the present craze has generally proved injurious to public order and personal safety. One obvious answer could be
to carry a tame magpie in a cage, to offset the ominous sighting of a harbinger in the wild. But this has been vetoed by animal
welfare groups as potentially distressing to the captive bird, should violence break out over possession of the cage during a
‘spotting’.

“Besides,” as one pet shop owner pointed out, “if you didn’t see a magpie in the wild, you’d be carrying ‘One for sorrow’
with you all the time. That’s got to be bad news.”

Moves are currently afoot to have the nursery rhyme banned.





The Bet
By Sarah Crabtree

“I’m scared.”
“What?” I looked up from my smartphone into the eyes of a man I figured was around my age.
“About what this country is turning into.” He must have assumed this statement justified him sitting on the

vacant chair at my table in the coffee shop. “Do you mind?”
I wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the dire state of our beloved isles or if I minded him sharing my

table. In truth at that moment I wasn’t bothered by either, I was waiting for a text from somebody I deeply love.
He sat there in silence for a couple of beats, and then sprang into action by saying, “Hey! I know you from

somewhere. Aren’t you Dilly Thomas? We were at the same school for a while.”
“Sixth form,” I replied.
“General sixth,” he said. “I was re-sitting a couple of O-levels. God, it must be fifty years.”
“Don’t remind me.” I forced a smile, and said, “I’m so sorry, but I don’t remember your name.”
“Wayne King. I used to hang out with Pete and Dom. They used to catch the same school bus as you. I had

a Spitfire. I spent that summer hols doing it up. Still have it in my garage.”
“That’s great,” I said. I had slipped my smartphone back into my handbag, had heard it ‘ping’ and wanted to

check it again. But somehow this didn’t seem to be the moment. The moment was all Wayne’s.
“Let me get you a refill. Flat white?” Before I had chance to resist, he was ordering two coffees, and a

pastry for himself. While he was performing, I summoned up the memories of my last year in full-time education.
He wasn’t one of the major players, but he was in there somewhere. I recall him as being quite good-looking, a bit
full of himself, and the kind of bloke who was into gambling. And then I remembered what somebody had told me
around five years after we left school. That one of the boys had bet another boy ‘he wouldn’t bed Dilly before the
summer ended.’ It was at a graduation party. We were both pretty drunk, and I recall thinking how cruel boys and
girls could be to each other. Then I put it to the back of my mind, got on with my life, and here was Wayne
dredging it all back up again.

‘You were quite the little tease at school,’ said Wayne in between making a mess with his flaky pastry.
Somehow I didn’t want that second coffee, but it was too late, Wayne had paid, and the pretty waitress had already
placed it in front of me with a smile, and a gentle command of enjoy your coffee, and to let her know if I needed
anything else. I needed to get out of here, but how? I watched as Wayne wiped his mouth with a flimsy napkin, and
then blew on and slurped his coffee.

“I was a bit of a swot, really,” I offered, after thanking the waitress.
“Really?” He ran his tongue round his teeth, belched behind his napkin, and then proceeded to tell me

everything he remembered from our last days at school. “You kept making eyes at Dom. We noticed every time we
passed you. It was always Dom. Ian wanted to ask you out, but we knew that it was Dom you wanted.”

I felt myself blush, but decided to play along to see what I could find out. I had no idea who this Ian was.
Then it occurred to me that the young couple on the opposite table must have thought Wayne and I were an old
married couple. I’ve been separated twelve years, but I still wear my wedding and engagement rings. People of our
age tend to. Should I ask Wayne if he knew about the bet? Yes, I would.

“It was you, wasn’t it? You bet Dom that he wouldn’t bed Dilly before the end of summer. And of course
you won your bet. I hope you enjoyed spending the money.”

It was his turn to blush. “Ten quid was a lot of dosh in those days. But I spent it in the pub with Pete, Ian
and a couple of the other lads.”

“No Dom then?” Time and people move on. I married, had children, and assumed Dom had done the same
after University, and maybe a few years getting his career up and running. He was clever was Dom. When I looked
up from my now empty second cup of coffee, it was to see Wayne wiping the tears from his eyes.

“Oh dear, whatever’s the matter, Wayne?” I reached across and grabbed a couple more of those papery little
napkins, and pushed them across the table. “There,” I said, as if that would make it all better. Whatever it was.

“You obviously don’t know what happened, do you?” He put his face back together with a few more wipes.
“With Dom?” I felt a strange kick in my chest.
“He died, Dilly. Of AIDS. He graduated at Cambridge, working in Paris for a bit, then moved to the States.

I guess he contracted it there.”



“When did you find out?” My voice was croaky.
“I think we all knew at school he was gay. That bet was a cruel teenage prank.”
“No, about him being ill?”
“Oh, it was back in the Eighties. That first wave was the worst. It tore through the gay community. Now

there’s a drug they can give infected people. Give them a normal life span.”
I needed to leave. My granddaughter was waiting for me in the shopping centre. Life goes on.

“And you, Wayne, what happened to you in those years after Dom passed?” I wasn’t ready to place the
word ‘died’ after Dom. Not yet.

“I’ve been a bit of a naughty boy. Been in prison a few times. Tax evasion. A few petty offences. I’ve only
just got out in fact.”

“And your beloved Spitfire is waiting for you on ice.” I so needed to get away. I stood up, moved aside, and
pushed my chair back under the table.

“Dilly?”
“Yes?”
“Any chance I might see you again? For old time’s sake?”
“No, I don’t think so. But thanks again for the coffee and the catch up. I must dash, as I’m meeting my

granddaughter. She’s on her lunch break.” I spoke all of this as I rushed out the café. I heard him calling ‘Dilly’ at
least one more time before I raced to meet someone I deeply love.

I doubt I’ll see Wayne again. Anyway, he got me wrong. I’m not the Dilly he remembered. Dilly was my
older sister. My granddaughter and I are going to buy some flowers to put on her grave. It’s five years to the day
since she passed away. I’m not ready to say ‘died’ yet. I’m also glad she will never know she was the subject of a
teenage bet. I hope both she and Dom rest in peace, wherever they might be. I am sure there is nothing to be scared
of, Wayne.            

Ends



Féileacán
By Valkyrie Kerry

Mariposa; two winged pairs taking flight,
Farfalla with symmetry, sprite needs love!
Borboleta sings, howling through the night,
Schmetterling’s sweet cry, a lone single dove.
Papillon sprayed rouge, glorious to sight,
Butterfly lady, swooping above.

Mariposa; lone wolf gliding above,
Farfalla, restless. Needing, feeling flight!
Borboleta crushed, a fairy formed dove,
Schmetterling nymph girl seeks blood of life night.
Papillon a life desolate of love,
Butterfly sucking man’s life juice; dark sight.

Man enslaved below, suffering in sight,
Downtrodden by elitism above!
Working land with rough hand, dreaming of flight!
Ivory tower, home of the red dove,
A blight on the land, lair to the creature’s night,
From her magical tower she spies love.

Reprimanded unfairly without love,
They banish him from their callous, cruel sight!
In emerald forests he searches above,
There a mythical creature takes her flight.
He does not resist the insatiable dove,
As he arms wrap tight, and they fly at night.

Mariposa, carries him home at night,
Farfalla wraps shining wings about love,
Borboleta sips blood, his soul takes flight,
Schmetterling merges with her love above!
Papillon and man; formidable sight,
Butterfly demon, magnificent dove.

Mariposa loves man, man adores his dove,
Farfalla unwanted, banished in the night,
Borboleta discarded for her love,
Schmetterling, his dream, away from man’s sight.
Papillon and man, love cocooned above,
Butterfly for love, can no more take flight.

From his kind took flight, loving his red dove,
Cocooning her love, sleep eternal night,
Passionate sight, in the tower above.

Review by DJ Tyrer

Hollow Men
By Todd Sullivan

ISBN 9780999852279, 129pp, pb, Mocha Memoirs Press
Available from Amazon in paperback and on the Kindle

Every year, the heroes got younger.
Hollow Men opens with a tantalising first line

that  certainly  had  my  attention,  wondering  at  its
meaning and provided a  story that  deservedly kept  it
throughout.

https://www.amazon.com/Hollow-Men-Todd-Sullivan/dp/0999852272/


Todd Sullivan has  managed to write  a  fantasy
book  that  fits  exactly  with  my  tastes.  It  explores  a
different  sort  of  setting  and isn’t  as  thick  as  a  brick
(literally or metaphorically). Lengthy fantasy novels are
frequently  a  turn-off  for  me  and  it’s  great  to  read  a
novel that doesn’t outstay its welcome, but gets on with
telling its tale.

If  this  book has  a  weakness,  it’s  the  title  and
cover, which are rather generic fantasy fare and don’t
really do justice to the words within. Yes, the plot is a
fairly standard fantasy quest and, had Todd Sullivan set
his story in a standard fantasy setting,  it  wouldn’t  be
anything special.  But, the setting is far from the sub-
Tolkien worlds of much quest fantasy.

Hollow Men (the title refers to the undead-like
foes the heroes face near the climax) is set in a fantasy
version of Korea in which going on a quest is a rite of
passage for the youth of the kingdom used to establish
social status (hence the meaning of that enchantingly-
enigmatic  first  line).  We meet  a  band of  such young
people,  including  Ha  Jun,  the  only  person  who  can
wield his mighty and exceptionally-heavy glyph sword,
who are about to set off on an adventure, namely to face
and  defeat  the  titular  monsters  and  the  Ak-ma,  or
demon, that commands them. They are accompanied, as
all  such  adventurers  are,  by  a  Dark  Elf,  named
Windshine,  whose  duty,  being  so  much  longer  lived
than a human, is to record their deeds.

The Dark Elves, foreigners who arrived in a ship
generations before and have been split up amongst the
provinces  of  South  Hanguk  to  prevent  them  from
wielding their great sorcerous power against the human
realm,  are  initially  an  enigma.  Indeed,  although  a
meaning might be inferred from their warlike past, the
descriptor of ‘Dark’ remains enigmatic given no other
Elves, or other non-human races, seem to exist in the
setting, but that is a minor quibble and it does fit with
the distrust of certain humans as to their intentions. Are
the  Dark  Elves  all  they  appear  or  are  they  truly
subverting  the  human  rulers  of  the  kingdom  (whose
positions  of  authority  stem from their  success  on the
quests the Dark Elves oversee)? Certainly, their initially
superfluous-seeming presence is soon revealed to be a
major part of the setting and adds a further layer to the
adventure as we wonder about Windshine’s motivations
and the efficacy of the human plots against her.

There really isn’t much to criticise here. It is a
little slow to get started, but the world and characters
are interesting enough that  it  isn’t  an issue and once
events get moving, it’s fun and fast paced. Some people
might find the Korean-based setting a little off-putting,

but although different, it isn’t so exotic as to be difficult
to  understand  and  the  character  names  are  no  more
difficult than those found in many fantasy settings.

No, this is a solid fantasy story for those who
want something a little bit different. Recommended.

This review originally appeared on the
Atlantean Publishing Blog

Seeking strange and disturbing poetry inspired by HP
Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos and Robert W. Chambers’
Yellow Mythos?

Why  not  sample  the  Xothic  Sathlattae
and  Yellow  Leaves broadsides  available  from
Atlantean Publishing?

https://atlanteanpublishing.wordpress.com/ordering-and-prices/
https://atlanteanpublishing.fandom.com/wiki/Yellow_Leaves
https://atlanteanpublishing.fandom.com/wiki/Xothic_Sathlattae
https://atlanteanpublishing.wordpress.com/


The Burglar
ByMark Hudson

It was New year’s Eve, 2019-2020. Ralph didn’t
understand why he’d been invited to the elite Hamilton’s
extravagant party. It was a phenomenal exposure to wealth,
taking place in a Lake Forest mansion. Ralph was just a
janitor from Rogers Park, Illinois.

He showed up in his pick up truck, the only vehicle
he had. Why was he invited to this mystery party? He was
new to Chicago and he was just a poor, working class
janitor. He’d been invited by Evan Hamilton, the
lawyer at the law firm where Ralph was custodian.

When he arrived, it seemed like a welcoming
place. There was champagne everywhere, and fancy
food everywhere. There was joy and merriment, and
everybody was dressed great. Ralph didn’t have
anything fancy to wear, and he felt ashamed.

At midnight, everybody was supposed to
clink their champagne glasses midnight to welcome
in the new year. But at the stroke of midnight, for
some reason, time stood still. Everything froze.

Ralph was the only one not frozen! He
was freaking out. Was he in a twilight zone
episode, or something?

Then greed got the best of him. The mansion
was full of expensive things, like art and vases
and things that must’ve been worth tons of money.
He thought if he stole it, he could sell it and
make off big, and he wouldn’t have to work as
a janitor anymore.

So he started loading his vase with stuff
he stole. He kept getting greedier, as he filled
his vehicle with more and more stuff.

He had enough to sell for a fortune. But
he had to have one more object, just one more.

He went back in, and grabbed one more vase.

But just then, time started again, and Ralph
was caught red-handed with the vase in his hand.

“What are you doing, Ralph?” demanded
Mr. Hamilton.



“I don’t know!” stammered Ralph.

“Well, don’t just steal things; ask if you can have it!”

With that, Mr. Hamilton took the vase out of his hands,
and smashed it on the ground.

“As you can see around here, money is no
object. Heavens, what else, per say, did you take?”

“All kinds of things,” said Ralph, sheepishly.

“All very good, we’re a generous lot around here.
Take it all, and consider it a belated Christmas
present!”

Ralph stayed a little while, and drove off
with a ton of stuff. He was a bit confused how it
all happened, but maybe decided to blame it on
the champagne, and not question good luck or
the generosity of others.

Cracker Jack Box
By Michael Lee Johnson

I don’t wear my pocket watch anymore
it reminds me of my age, 73, soon more,
outdated gadget, time hanging where
moving parts below don’t belong nor work anymore.
I don’t like to think about endings.
Age is a Cracker Jack box with no face, modern speed dial,
no toy inside, when it stops, no salute, just pops.

Lesson: "What young men want to do all night takes older men all night to do."



Structure
By Ann Lawrence

I was told to change the structure, decayed
and rotting from years of neglect. To dig
down and find the base of it all. To tear
it up from the roots. To rebuild with better
materials. A new foundation, resistant 
to the old ways, ready to build on. I found
myself in that hole where the roots once
occupied and found no reason to leave.

The Voracity of Need
By Lewis Humphries

  
Sullied copper pieces, 
counted in their hundreds 
by idle hands. Then neatly 
stacked in soaring structures 
of soiled bronze, their sum 
the meagre herald of a misspent youth. 
  
A breadth of futile wealth; 
the harvest of frail deeds 
and bare, listless days. Not 
enough to change a life or 
mend its wasteful ways, 
nor dare to suit the purpose of desire. 
  
In total though, enough, 
to seek an honest stupor 
in fleet, liquid seep. A 
means too soon diminished, 
its every steeple toppled 
by the voracity of need. 



Out, Damned Spot!
By David Rudd

In his study at the top of the house, Thomas Baxter was up early, struggling with his daily wordcount for the latest
‘Inspector Zyshyn’ whodunnit. The books had originally been intended as a diversion from his more serious writing.
However, it was the former that had become popular, whereas his literary prose mouldered in his bottom drawer. 
             Thomas’s wife, Priscilla, was also up. She was outside at the front of the house. Their terraced, North London
home was not exactly the Royal Crescent, Bath, but it was still a smart row and, thanks to Priscilla’s assorted window
boxes and hanging baskets, by far the most attractive in the road. 
             This year had seen her best show yet. Her fuchsias, small purple, pink and crimson ballerinas, performed
jerky arabesques as her chrome watering-can rainbowed over them. It was then that Priscilla noticed the small blue
stain on her revealed brickwork (the previous owners had had it pebble-dashed). 
             “Vandals!” she exclaimed, just as she had when she’d first seen the pebbledash. She plonked down her
watering-can and marched inside, to return with some paint remover and a scrubbing brush, her green gardening
gloves now replaced by yellow Marigolds. Unfortunately, the stain was too high for her to reach and, anyway, the
rainforest of dripping water made climbing hazardous. It was a job for Thomas, she decided.
             “Thomas!” her voice rang through the house, but her husband had already migrated to the bathroom, where
he was generating his own tropical environment. He lay in the bath, awaiting some creative breakthrough: what
weapon could he deploy for the murder of the vicar’s wife?
             It wasn’t until breakfast, when all the family was present, that the blue stain was officially discussed. Priscilla
had been biding her time, but then her son forestalled her: “Someone’s been at our walls,” Gareth announced, having
just breezed in from his paper round.
             Priscilla was piqued. She had planned on herding family members outside and presenting them with the
evidence while, simultaneously, scrutinising them for signs of guilt. Not for nothing had she endured some of her
husband’s crime stories.
             As it turned out, though, Priscilla needn’t have worried, for no one had been listening to Gareth. Both father
and daughter read on, regardless: Thomas his paper, Caroline her pony story.
             “Right!” said Priscilla, her strident tone matched by the smack of her teacup. “Outside. Everyone. Now.”
             Like reveille-weary soldiers, they trooped to the front steps, where Priscilla pointed at the spot. Except that, it
was no longer a mere spot: the stain had grown to the size of a saucer. It had, in Priscilla’s terms, bloomed.
             “What did you do that for?” Caroline asked her mother. 
             “I didn’t do it!” her mother protested. “I was wondering if any of you knew anything about it.”
             “Well it wouldn’t have been me, would it?” said Gareth, smugly. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
             These exchanges were reminiscent, thought Priscilla, of much of the dialogue in her husband’s whodunnits.
             All Thomas himself could manage was, “Ugh – it’s wet!”, as he strove to negotiate the vegetation. 
             “Brilliant, Inspector Zee!” said Priscilla. But even she realised that vandalism now seemed unlikely, unless
the culprit had returned to touch up his, or her, handiwork.
             Thomas was now getting into character, perhaps prompted by his wife’s remark. “If it’s got bigger, Priscilla,”
he reasoned, momentarily distracting himself with his unintentional rhyme, “it must be something emanating from the
wall. You didn’t spray any of your nasty chemicals on it, did you?”
             “No, I did not.” Priscilla was annoyed. Why was she still the prime suspect?
             “Rise and shine!” the milk lady greeted them, “Or is it rising damp?” she added, as she too saw the patch on
the wall that so absorbed the family. She thrust bottles into various Baxter hands before gliding off down the road.
             Suddenly aware of the spectacle they made (Thomas still in his dressing-gown, hair towelled erect), Priscilla
ushered them back inside. She would ring their local builder and ask his advice.

When Priscilla came home from work that evening, she was transfixed by the state of the wall. The excrescence was
now more like a dinner plate in size, and impressively circular, too, with a white-fringed, crinkly edge, like some
giant, variegated pansy. Priscilla wondered whether she could incorporate it into her display. 
             Caroline and Gareth then arrived home from school and came up beside her. 



             “It’s like a giant rosette,” offered Caroline.
             “Our house has acne!” Gareth exclaimed.
             “I’m wondering,” said Priscilla, “whether to hide it or make it a centrepiece.”
             At that moment, the writer emerged from his study and joined them outside. “Do you think we should let the
Council know?” he asked. 
             “Whatever for?”
             “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s … contagious?”
             But before anyone could respond to this, a brusque woman in tweeds approached them. 
             “English Heritage,” she declared, showing them a laminated card, where she was again pictured in tweeds. 
             Thomas immediately thought of his novel, and how well she’d feature as a character. Mentally, he began to
take descriptive notes on her appearance, only belatedly listening to what she was saying. “Well?” she concluded,
“why are you displaying a blue plaque on your wall?” 
             Though it was explained to her that it wasn’t and that they hadn’t, Priscilla and Thomas had to admit that,
now she came to mention it, the stain did look very like an official blue plaque. 
             “What’s blue plaque?” demanded Caroline. 
             “It’s stinky stuff that grows on your teeth,” said Gareth, pointing at Caroline’s mouth. “And,” he yelled, as he
pulled a wheelie off the steps and sped down the road, “you get it from wearing braces!”
             While the tweed woman looked disapprovingly at Gareth’s retreating figure, Priscilla took control. “We’ve no
idea who’s responsible for this,” she declared. “In fact, we were going to ask you the same question.” The Tweeds
took a step back. “There’s never been anyone famous living here,” continued Priscilla, “so we’d like it removed,
please.” Retreating into the hallway she added, “And I really think you should ask people before you do this sort of
thing in future.” 
             Thomas and the Tweeds shrugged non-committally at each other before the woman retreated. She only lived
down the road, she said, if needed.
             “If someone famous did live here,” said Caroline at dinner time, “we could charge entry fees and give guided
tours.” Following Gareth’s jibe about dental braces, she had obviously been mugging up on the subject.
             “Perhaps someone here is about to be famous,” Gareth suggested. 
             In his mind, as in the minds of other members of the Baxter family, blossomed the idea that fame might be
beckoning.
             The following morning, Priscilla was up even earlier than usual. Armed with bug-spray and secateurs, she
was removing any less-than-perfect blooms and rearranging her window boxes. She then crossed the road to examine
the effect. It was still not quite right. She had thought that the gentians would set the plaque off nicely, but its bright
blue now seemed to have faded slightly. She returned to her wall and examined the plaque more closely. A distinct
white marbling, almost resembling cursive script, had appeared on it.
             Some half-hour later, Gareth came squealing back from his paper round to find his mother uprooting plants
from the hanging baskets. Soil and muddy footprints were everywhere. 
             “What’s up, Mum?” he asked, wheelying up and down the road.
             Uncharacteristically, she ignored him. Only when he leapt the steps and caught her ankle with his pedal did
she respond: “Aghh!”
 Gareth found himself threatened with open secateurs. “Wipeout!” he lamented.
             Personally, he thought the plaque looked like a giant’s eye peeking out from the brickwork. So, whenever he
could, he took the opportunity to perform in front of it, going through his entire routine of bunnyhops, tailwhips,
squeakers and kickouts.
             When Thomas came down for breakfast, he was surprised to find that he was alone. He was disappointed.
He’d wanted to share the insight he’d just had: the one that wouldn’t come yesterday. Weed killer, he realised, was the
obvious answer. Not only could it be used as a poison, but it was also a key ingredient in manufacturing homemade
bombs. 
             Thomas wandered outside, where he could see Gareth, still out on the road, doing ever more dangerous
manoeuvres as he dodged the growing rush-hour traffic. As for Priscilla, she was up a stepladder, trying to attach
more hanging baskets to the brickwork. She still seemed undecided about whether to try and conceal the plaque or
make it the centrepiece of her floral extravaganza.



             Neither she nor Gareth seemed to have any awareness of the time. Only with considerable effort did Thomas
manage to bring them to their senses and usher them in for breakfast. As for Caroline, he’d found her holed-up in her
room, known by her as “The Stables”, writing frenziedly in a brand-new exercise book. She wasn’t even dressed. 
             Finally, he bundled them on their way. He watched them go as, on the soiled doorstep, he listened to the
sound of dripping water all about him. He turned and looked up at the blue eye, also captivated by its stare. With the
moisture glistening on it, it appeared more animate. Also, that white marbling had broken up the solid blue, as though
anaemic blood vessels pulsed beneath its curved surface. Thomas could almost imagine the thing winking at him. He
shut the door and returned to his study.

The next thing Thomas knew, it was late afternoon. What an intense day! Strangely, his earlier insight about weed
killer now seemed naive. Too formulaic. Forget the cause of death, he’d decided. Who cared? What he really wanted
to do was probe the psychological motivation of the murderer and, indeed, of Zyshyn himself. Priscilla would have
called it one of his “Crime and Punishment moments.” But, for once, Thomas had felt himself capable of pulling it
off. He’d been so immersed that he’d even skipped lunch.
             By now, however, he was starving. He went to find the rest of the family. Usually he would have heard them
come in; but today, he hadn’t. 
             He found Caroline in her room, once again writing furiously in her exercise book. Thomas bent right over her
before she registered his presence; even then, she continued writing. Priscilla was outside, as he half-anticipated,
though he did not expect to see her with anyone. There was a man up the ladder, examining the plaque. The local
builder, thought Thomas, noticing that Priscilla’s hands were covered in soil, despite the fact that she was still in her
work clothes.
             “Seems to be part of the brickwork,” he was shouting down. “Sure it wasn’t always here?” 
             “No. It just appeared,” Priscilla replied.
             “We’d have to take out this section of wall to get to the root of it. I suggest you just cover it up. Ever thought
of pebble-dash?”
             The man was swiftly dispatched. “I think I’ll work with it, thank you,” said Priscilla. “Make it the centrepiece
of my floral design.”

Thomas had a troubled night. He’d wanted to have a serious talk with Priscilla, but it proved impossible. She was in
one of her “Capability  Brown moods” (a  bit  like his  Dostoevsky ones,  as she’d have retorted),  huddled over a
drawing of the front elevation of their house, which featured the “plaque” as the centrepiece, like an altar. What he’d
seen there had disturbed him, for within the plaque she’d written: Priscilla Abigail Baxter, 1965-
             When Thomas finally got out of bed, at about six in the morning, he was surprised to find himself alone.
Going downstairs, he was even more surprised to find the front door wide open and Priscilla, in her nightie, up the
ladder, trying to rearrange her hanging baskets around the plaque. As he stood there, aghast, he heard a familiar voice.
             “Hi Dad. Watch this!” It was Gareth, who’d just surmounted their front steps on his bike, and now pedalled
passed him down their hallway, crowing about “the world-famous Gareth Baxter, once a mere suburban schoolboy.” 
             Priscilla didn’t bat an eyelid. Plodding back upstairs, Thomas saw that Caroline’s light was on. He gently
knocked on her horseshoe festooned door. When there was no reply, he was relieved, but putting his head round the
door, he saw that she was again at her desk, writing. Had she been there all night, busy scribbling in her book?
             Somehow Thomas managed to get the family breakfasted and corralled out of the house. They were like
zombies. Thomas himself had missed his early morning writing session and felt badly in need of his daily fix at the
keyboard. He was keen to get back into yesterday’s groove, probing Zyshyn’s psyche in more detail. 
             He spent all morning on this, quite buoyant as he found himself tantalised by images of a Booker Prize
ceremony, of being interviewed by the Guardian, appearing on TV arts programmes and even having a blue pla- !

Thomas looked at his watch. He couldn’t believe that it was lunchtime already. Where had the morning gone? He
went downstairs for a break and something to eat. As he was passing Caroline’s room, he popped in,  on a whim,  and



located the new exercise book in its secret hiding place behind the wardrobe. Despite the warning on the cover
(“Death To All Who Enter Here!!”), he opened it and started reading about the acclaimed equestrian, Caroline Alice
Baxter, youngest ever competitor to take part in the Olympic Games. 
             He had only read half a page, though, before stopping, quite concerned. For that opening sentence of
Caroline’s was simply repeated, over and over. There were some twenty or thirty pages of it. Nothing else until,
inside of the back cover, he spotted a drawing: of a carefully coloured, bright blue circle, within which Caroline had
inscribed her full name, along with her year of birth, 1991-. 
             Thomas returned to his study and woke up his computer. As he read through his morning’s stellar output, his
jaw dropped: he, too, had managed one sentence only, endlessly repeated. 
             “I’ll give you blue plaques!” he shouted.
             He ran back downstairs, collecting Caroline’s new exercise book on the way. Out the back he went, to their
shed. He soon found what he wanted: weed killer, which he mixed with some sugar. Next he searched for a length of
piping. It was quite a while before he alighted on one of Gareth’s BMX frames. Well, they all had to make sacrifices.
Thomas set to work with a hacksaw. He put the mixture into the closed end of the tube, using Caroline’s rolled
exercise book to wad it, before flattening the other end of the tube, leaving just enough room for a spill of paper –
from said exercise book – to protrude.
             Thomas was quite pleased with himself. His research had come in useful. In fact, as he climbed the ladder
and wedged the device in the hanging basket right next to the plaque, it occurred to him that if he couldn’t be a
famous writer, he might instead go down in history as a suburban guerrilla. “Thomas the Terrorist,” he said aloud. But
then he caught himself visualising that name on a plaque, with his own birthdate beneath it. 
             “Argh!” he shouted, swinging the loaded hanging basket into the plaque. It seemed to stare back at him.
“Implacable, eh?” Thomas glared at it. “We’ll see.” 
             There was only one other thing he needed, unless he wanted to commemorate this wall with his own body
parts: a long fuse. And he knew just where to get one. He, too, he realised, needed to make a sacrifice.
             He went back upstairs and printed out his last few days of incandescent prose, not trusting any of it now. As
he made his way back downstairs, he began twisting the concertina of paper into a taper. 
  By the time he’d reached the front of the house, he was shocked to find the rest of the family gathered there. Each of
them rehearsed a vague excuse for being home so early, but they all seemed to appreciate their collective compulsion.
They also seemed rather crestfallen.
             “Look,” said a tearful Priscilla, “It’s fading.”             
             Thomas gazed up at the plaque. It was true: the blue excrescence was now a drab grey, and smaller, too. Like
an achingly beautiful  sunset,  they all  watched as their  own, personal  plaque appeared to  dissolve back into the
brickwork.
             Fortunately, no one seemed to notice Thomas’s device poking out of one of the baskets. Even Priscilla, for
once, didn’t seem concerned that her floral display had been tampered with. They went in and, unusually, all sat down
around the kitchen table to enjoy a cup of tea. 
             Later that evening, Thomas confessed to his handiwork, apologising to each of them as he carefully
dismantled his device, showing them their respective losses. But they seemed to understand, even helping with the
ceremonial burying of these items in the back garden. No one suggested a memorial marker.

After that, life for the Baxters returned to a predictable normality as they rattled round the house together, shouting
and arguing in their time-honoured way. They still had their dreams, but they now appeared to know their place.
             It was Thomas who seemed to find it hardest to settle down. He began a new novel about a suburban terrorist.
But after he’d typed and reshaped the same sentence about twenty times, he gave up and returned to reliable old
Inspector Zyshyn.

Ends



Hunchback Hopes v. Humanity’s Fears
By Amanda Hipkins

She gave birth to a wonderful deformity
That holds such innocence and hope for humanity
Since childhood he searches for a friend
For companionship in any friendly face
His travels take him to a somewhat small town
Looking for a companion that is sacred
The more people’s judging eyes lock on him
The more he feels their fear and hatred
Due to the hunchback protruding from his skin

Nothing like the devious humans he wishes to be
In a society that shuns those that look different
Anything that looks unpleasing that their eyes can see
The girls in town smiling at first look upon his face
When their eyes trail to his back all of them scream and flee
It hurts his heart and soul to see them run from him
So he turns his back on the human world, leaves the town
Feeling his heart get heavy as his face becomes grim
All he wanted was love and companionship from someone
Vanity can and will destroy all who let it grow within



Columbia
By José Clemente Carreño Medina

(Translated by Toshiya Kamei)

What we call the beginning is often the end
And to make an end is to make a beginning

– T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding

Once upon a time in Columbia,
Missouri
here the water tasted like red
wine
nightmares had
dreams
the nights were of
light
winter tasted like hot
chocolate
but summer
disappointed me
I mistook the starry sky for its
betraying blue eyes
I no longer feel
but I still believe the
heart...

Columbia
What we call the beginning is often the end
And to make an end is to make a beginning

– T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding

érase una vez Columbia
Missouri
aquí el agua sabía a vino
tinto
las pesadillas tenían
sueños
las noches eran de
luz
el invierno sabía a chocolate
caliente
pero el verano me
desengañó
confundí el cielo estrellado con sus
ojos azul traición
ya no siento
pero aún le creo al
corazón…



The Art of Becoming Invisible
By J.J. Steinfeld

Why doesn’t anyone answer
my well composed inquiries
sent at every solstice, equinox, 
and partial or full eclipse,
punctually year after year?

Why doesn’t anyone answer
my succinct yet solemn prayers
when cacophony is approaching myth
periodically here and there?

Why doesn’t anyone see
my impressive touching of the moon
during less than desirable nights
haphazardly once in a while?

And why does that figure with the gun
yell at me to turn around
just as I’ve mastered 
the art of becoming invisible?

Originally published in Bête Noire (USA).

A Change in the Air
By Antoni Ooto

I fear those with 
all the confidence
who snap their fingers and
make things happen.

I fear the newborn tyrants —
so lifelike,
with gathering armies.

They know which scabs to pick,
keep blood close to the surface —
deny healing scars.

Yet, a change is coming.

Perhaps it’s early,
Or —
at least, three wars away.

Watering Flowers At Night
("Night Gardener")

By Frederick J. Mayer

Tiger burning bright
Lilies in the field of Auburn lights
Toads feel sensing upon mushrooms
within the terrors of the dooms
Nightmares' sweating spore
flesh wet inner core
Mother of all providing potion sights
sleepwalking in tense asleep fears
Flailing voluptuous scream shears
Waking in the night.



Towers
By Wilson MacConnachie

The first  time I  went  to  therapy with my first  therapist,  he leaned in  his  chair  and nodded his head towards a
photograph on the wall. It was a skyline, and one of the buildings was much taller than the rest. 

“What’s the first thing you notice?” he asked. 
“One of the buildings is much taller than the rest,” I said. 
“Yes,” he said, “that’s fairly typical.”
I spent the rest of the session and day, fretting. Typical is worse than evil, and maybe even worse than

stupid. Also, I had thought my penis was fine. Seemed to be the sort of penis that belonged to a sort of person just like
me. And then I wondered if phallic even meant what I thought it meant. And then, of course, I wondered if noticing
one building being much taller  than the rest  is  something someone with a small  or big penis does. And then, I
assumed my penis was much smaller than everyone else’s. 

In  any  case,  a  decade  later,  I  was  swinging  in  a  dirty  hammock  beneath  a  dirty  portico,  in  Leon,
Nicaragua. The most recent girl had returned to being a doctor in San Francisco, dehydration and rum were cramping
my shrinking muscles, and my delusional hope and actual eyes were clouding. The swinging, fear, and rum powered
my fantasy factory, and I produced and purchased a vision of a life in the tallest building in Washington, D.C. And in
that vision I wore suits to work every day and made so much money I was okay. I swirled fine bourbon in a glass
while classical music played throughout my high rise apartment. I stared at the skyline out of an all window wall,
from at least the tenth floor. My teeth whitened themselves.

Now, a year later, I’m on a dirty balcony in Washington D.C., and it’s 30 degrees outside. I swirl bourbon,
but my apartment is on the fifth floor of not a ten story building. My residence is reached by walking down a hallway
that is three different shades of brown. The knocker and letters on my door are gold,  which matches the ornate
furniture in the lobby and belies the dilapidation of the building. Many of my neighbors are here because they were
here long ago and benefit from a cost-controlled provision. They are older people, softer than the town they now live
in, and have directed me to my own door many early mornings. Instead of a window wall, my apartment’s windows
are small, wood-sided rectangles, and a squeaky screened door opens to the balcony from which I do not look upon a
skyline, but addicts scurrying around the halfway-house across the street. My building is brick and our wooden floors
creak and nothing good has happened here. 

Any number of levels above single digits would have done. That additional digit is the elevation at which
something is understood by the friend from high school who messages via Facebook, or the Food Delivery Guy, or
the electrician, or the girl in the elevator.   

What’s understood is that we know the names of towers and the people atop them. The whole earth is on
or in the ground and trying not to be. Towers and their tops are scarce, and if something is scarce, it’s important.
Sometimes I have important cigarettes or important photographs or important excuses or important voices, but I do
not have important days or important bourbon or important apartments. 

I have a roommate who successfully abuses Aderal and Percocet, but last week he left by the elevator for
an errand in North Carolina, had an accident, and is still there. His room varies between sterile and soup, and when he
is here he works on his monitors. He and code rocketing and falling. In the six months I have been here he has had
one friend visit him one time and they ordered wings and watched half of a football game and his friend never wiped
his face so I went to the bar early.

He called today, the roommate, and told me that a man with a missing leg may come to our apartment,
and if he does, and if he brings a package, I should ship the box first-class, immediately, to an auto shop in New
Burn, North Carolina.  I  said I  would and he asked how things were and I  told him I’d cleaned the apartment.
Speaking of, I said, are any of our plates yours? Yes, the blue ones he said. Okay, gotcha I said. 

I tried Percocet with him, once. He had a kit in a box and we treated the box as a totem, and in that kit
were the tools for perfectly grinding pills into powder, and for directing all of the powder exactly into a nostril. I have
used bills for cocaine, but Percocet is a prescription, my roommate said, so we do it like doctors. I drank too much
and threw up the percocet and for some reason he apologized. I drank more and he doctored, and then we went to the
balcony and chain smoked cigarettes. He moved constantly and I not at all. On that night and all others, the first floor
porch across  the street  was laden  with the addicts.  We looked  down at them  and complained  to one  another about



them living where we had to see it, and they looked up at us and complained to one another about us living where
they had to see it. I raised my glass to my neighbors and they raised their fingers.

An electrician was here today, but I hid the bourbon for no reason, and did not swirl a glass. He came as a
surprise, at the request of my building, and said much to me without my having made any request at all. He said the
building was old, and built as buildings should be. Which means he is old and likes old things. Everything he owns
and everyone  he  knows is  the  best.  He also  told  me  about  convincingly  winning a  fight  despite  being  greatly
outnumbered and the address of the apartment he lived in sixty years ago.

Since he finished tinkering, my apartment has been 83 degrees, and that is why I’m sitting on the 32
degree balcony. It may be freezing the temperature outside, but I still have my heavy jacket, and my life, and one is
on the other, in this chair. I’m drinking and smoking and my Ipad is in my lap and I’m watching for whatever I’ve
always been watching for through the bars of my balcony railing. Freezing the temperature is a good temperature for
bourbon but not cigarettes, but I smoke when I drink, and right now I am drinking because it is not between 3 and
6AM or 7 and 10:30AM. 

Maybe the electrician believes he believes all people in all apartments, no matter which floor they’re on,
are equal, but that’s a lie people tell when they’re on and almost in the earth. He probably also believes that he
doesn’t  think  about  death  very  often.  But  he  can  remember  his  address  from twenty  years  ago,  and  if  he  can
remember his address he cannot have forgotten that he and everyone he cares about and everyone everywhere will
soon die. Just because he believes he’s not thinking something, doesn’t mean he’s not thinking about that very thing,
maybe even all the time. 

The electrician and the girl in the elevator and all the other people who know about where I live, all think
about dying all the time, and also think an apartment on the tenth floor is better than mine on the fifth, and a ten-inch
penis is better than a four-inch penis, no matter how ugly the high-rise or poorly used the penis. 

The Columbia Heights Firehouse is the building next to my building and there is one inch between the
perimeter walls of the two. The trucks turn their sirens on before leaving their garage and firemen drive the firetruck
whether there’s a fire or not. Probably, when the wood in my apartment spontaneously combusts from the tinkering of
the electrician I didn’t ask for, the truck will turn the sirens on and not even move and they will unwind a length of
hose that is fifth-floor-penis long, and throw it to me. It’s boiling not the temperature in my apartment, freezing the
temperature in this chair, my neighbors are a firehouse and a halfway-house, and there is an actual dumpster, five, not
ten stories below my balcony.

My job is alright, though. I make more than most of my peers, which is as empty as I thought it would be,
but  still.  I’d  imagined  something  lucrative  and  also  moral,  but  those  jobs  hire  based  upon  accomplishment,
experience, and connections. I sell compliance information to nonprofits who don’t need it, and available personal
data to government contracting companies that shouldn’t have it. It is really competitive and miserable, but I did, and
always do, fall up.

At this new job, I was introduced to cocaine as an instrument. I’d key-bumped at parties before, so as to
time-travel my booze-fogged brain backwards three hours, but never considered the party drug as a form of adult
Adderal. One day my coworker, who noticed either the smell of booze oozing from all my pores, the layer of oily
sweat covering my brow, or my missteps in the hallway, stepped into my office and closed the door behind herself. 

She was not very pretty, but I’d thought about it. 
She asked me if I’d even gone home the night before, and I said “not to mine,” which was a lie. She liked

this lie because she thinks everyone else is having exotic sex with sexy people every night, and she doesn’t have sex
with anyone she would admit, and she likes to hate herself. 

She told me to follow her and led me from my office to the half of our building that was being renovated
for new tenants. She pushed into the women’s restroom, shouted inside, and then waved me in. I assumed hidden
bottles, but she spun around, uncapped what looked like a bullet at the end of her deep necklace, and pulled out a sort
of dropper for cocaine. It even had a shoot she could pull back and forth, dropping the right amount onto the tiny
scoop. Her good, measured cocaine, carried the day, that day.

I never do it here, at home. I never do cocaine anywhere but work, actually. Because I’m scared to carry it
on the metro, I stay late in the office on Friday’s, or drink at the bar closest to work. It’s a shitty bar, and I leave it
intermittently to return to the office to send an email my bosses will notice and appreciate, and then I recharge before
going back to the bar.



An increasing portion of my check has been going to the girl who likes to hate herself, and usually, a
commensurate portion of cocaine is given to me each Monday. But last week the girl who likes to hate herself didn’t
come to work, so I left work after an hour in the office and got my due from her, at her apartment, and walked it to
mine. It was gone by the next morning, then I had a really bad thirty-something hours, and then, last night, I think I
tried to kill myself. 

Which is okay, because I didn’t. And because that’s something the internet says people think about when
they use cocaine for a while and then stop abruptly. The internet also says those same people can be paranoid, but I
only had the other thing. The internet does not say anything helpful about killing yourself in ways that look like not
suicide, and that’s fine, because I’m moving to Nashville.

My sister and her family live there and so do my healthy friends and their families and they all mow their
lawns and go to church on Sundays and fall asleep when they try to. The girl who likes to hate herself won’t be in
Nashville, either, and neither will the job that pays me to be an evil I don’t think I am. I won’t find drugs in Nashville.
And my healthy friends won’t have drugs in their necklaces. And I think I might self-detox from the booze before I
move, too.

I quit my job this afternoon. It’s the first good thing to happen in this city. I’m not finished immediately,
because quitting without notice would freak my family out, but in a month I’ll be done organizing my desk. And I can
make it a month just drinking. I am okay, here, when I am just drinking. No matter how much I drink at night I
always have an emergency box of wine for the morning. And no matter how much I  drink in the morning and
throughout the day, or where I drink, I always wake up on my bed. I have mini’s for the mornings at work, and I
found a German-style beerhouse across from the metro stop near my office, and I can drink enough at lunch to make
it through the afternoon. Plus, I’m basically on a farewell tour, now. They’re not going to fire me a week before I
leave or something. Not after what they haven’t fired me for. 

Believe it or not, I don’t pee off the balcony.
Another shitty part of this place, of the apartment, is the door to the balcony. The squeakiness is annoying

because the addicts across the street can hear me coming and going, like a second ago, to piss a million times each
night. But the real problem is the design. 

I’m sitting in the right of two plastic balcony chairs, and to the left of the chair to my left, is the screen
door. It opens onto the balcony, not into the house, and it opens towards the brick wall to my back, not the railing. So,
when coming from the living room, usually with hands full of glass, bottle, phone and Ipad, I push the door onto the
porch and into the first chair. I can barely squeeze between the opening made by the screen and balcony railing. If I
were the 25 pounds heavier that I should be, I’d either never be on my balcony, or I’d be with all of my belongings in
the dumpster beneath it.

I did not want apparent suicide or stupidity to be the cause of my death. Eleven people are killed every
year from coconuts falling on their heads, and that’s less than vending machines kill, but more maddening. Wobbling
off my balcony and falling to my death in a huge garbage-can is worse than typical. 

No, there are only two real challenges for the next month. One will be avoiding the girl who likes to hate
herself, and the other will be living in an empty apartment. I’ll just tell her she can keep the cash and the blow, and
then she won’t give me a hard time, but as far as the apartment goes, I went overboard last night. 

It began with a vacuum in a garbage bag. I held it over the railing, sighted my target with one eye closed,
and dropped the whole thing. Long showers and dropping stuff into that dumpster are the two things I enjoy. After the
vacuum, I did not shower but I did move from room to room gathering and then throwing from the balcony. 

When I think about going to Nashville, and I think about the actual moving, I think of how all I’ve done is
move for my whole life, and I’m tired like I imagine people who ride the bus being tired, or tired like the addicts
across the street smoke like they’re tired. I’m tired like I’ve had some life other than the best lives I imagined. And
that’s the really scary thing, to have something be really wrong and to know that you’ve been given everything you or
other people dream of. But that’s another issue, and the point is, I lay in bed a lot and keep losing weight but I’m still
really tired and heavy.

So last night I started chucking everything into the dumpster and I thought, “this is great, actually.” I even
imagined with each stack of plates or suit-steamer or baking sheet I tossed into the dumpster, what it would have felt
like to  carry it  down my too-brown hallway,  into the green elevator  with half  the lights,  out of  the insultingly
decadent lobby,  around the corner  and to the dumpster  that is not ten floors  beneath my balcony.  I thought this was



my karmic payment for the addicts and sirens and trash smell, and I think between being so tired and heavy, I just got
carried away. 

First, I went through my room because it’s mostly furnished things and that meant less to throw out.
Whatever was in the boxes beneath my bed I hadn’t needed the whole time I’d been here, and that stuff was already
in boxes, so I chucked it from the balcony. This was all at, like, 3:15AM by the way. So it’s not like anyone other than
the addicts saw anything. 

My extra shampoos my mom bought on her last visit and stored under my sink, the towels that looked
older, the mirror on the back of the bathroom door, the desk chair in the living room. Everything. I mean, I went into
the kitchen and thought about how annoying it is to pack plates and cups and stuff, and I filled empty trash-can after
empty trash-can with that stuff, and with, like, the long spoons and the cutting boards and the couple things I had in
the fridge, and dumped the bin over the edge, over and over again. I went through my clothes and other than my
suites and some jeans and flannels, I realized I hadn’t been wearing any of them. So I bagged all those extra clothes,
which, I bagged them instead of just throwing them piece meal because the addicts were watching and I’d feel like a
spoiled dick just throwing all the shit they thought they wanted, into the dumpster. 

There’s some furniture left because it’s the furnished stuff, but all the things that make a space a home I
threw overboard. Which is probably another thing that made me how I was last night. Walking around an empty
place, or a place cleaned out of all the stuff I brought to it. The only things of mine that I still have are kept on or by
my bed, and those are an Ipad, Bulleit Bourbon, a voice in a disc, a small cross, and one photograph I can touch. 

The cross is from when I got saved at camp with a “k” when I was little. It’s been a long time since I’ve
been a Christian, but I started being one at kamp. And then when I was just out of college, and after having worked at
the kamp, I learned that it was a place where terrible evil things happened and a bunch of the campers were abused by
the guy who saved me. He never did anything to me, but it was in the news and very public and he’s in jail and it’s
hard to argue he isn’t a monster. But that’s the thing. I mean, he’s a terrible person, but there was a terrible person
who made him a terrible person, and maybe everyone is terrible, but he made me laugh and he listened to me and he
did not scare me or hurt me.

The disc is one of the CDs Andrew made before he was gone. Less than a year before he killed himself,
Andrew and I had been roommates, and he had made us, his best friend’s, mix-CD’s because he loved us. The CDs
were composed of bad songs that Andrew liked to dance to, but he included his audio-commentary between each
track. He made our joke about a particular friend after Taylor Swift and before T.I. He recalled our group memory
after One Republic and before S Club 7. I use the CD player on my work computer to listen to the disc, but I don’t do
that often. The disk is where his voice is, now. Between the songs. And the more I listen to it, the closer it is to getting
cracks in it, and the closer I am to Andrew’s voice being gone. 

The photograph I can touch is of my dog Sox, who is also dead, and did not make CDs.
I wasn’t even that drunk, is the weird thing. Well, I guess there are a lot of weird things. I’d been drinking

all day of course, but I went pretty hard in the afternoon when I think the no cocaine was at its worst, and my mind
would not become drunk. And after I’d thrown my whole D.C. life off the balcony, and after I took a walk through the
rooms of the apartment to make sure the important stuff was on the bed and all the stuff I didn’t need was gone, I
realized that if I just leaned far enough over the balcony railing, I would fall. It was the same sort of thought as I’d
had earlier  when I  was holding the spare set  of  sheets.  At first,  I  thought  I  should hold onto them, but  then I
remembered I did not like them very much, so I strode across the living room, through the screen door, and flung the
sheet set, spinning and unfurling, over the iron rail. 

Not with the sheets, but with my life, I walked to the railing and hung my empty dangling hands on the
side of the railing that doesn’t have a floor. I pressed my legs and hips against the top iron bar, and it touched just
beneath my hip bones. The bar was really probably lower than it should be, but of course the railing was probably
designed by the same person who devised the balcony door. Probably the electrician.

I remembered my first address was 315 West Johnston Street, and I remembered that I and everyone will
die, and I remembered that I was supposed to make that better where I went, but I’d gone wherever I could, and could
not find myself in a place where I did.

I don’t know how long I stood there, like that. I hoped the railing might break, solving everything, but it
didn’t, which is okay, because I remembered that I could just drink. I could turn the bottom of the bottle up and gulp
until I felt like gagging, and then I could do it again, and again. And that would settle things. Or it wouldn’t, I guess.
But I’d be able to stop thinking about all of it.



Which is okay, because I woke up this morning on my bed, which I always do, and some of everything
that’s important to me was on the bed with me, and I had managed to at some point set my alarm for work, and the
drinking hadn’t gotten to the wine. 

I stayed on only one step of the escalator to the red line and started sweating in the train. I took the office
stairs slowly, working my hand along the railing. I walked past the girl who likes to hate herself, who was at her desk.
I pressed walls and tabletops and my legs shook before and after I gave my notice. My boss asked why but was glad,
and I said family but looked through the window. I stopped by familiar bars on the way home but my hands still
shook the key in and out of the lock to my apartment door. 

I grabbed my nightly kit - the bottle, glass, smokes and iPad - but when I pushed the screen door to the
balcony and started to try and step out, I could not move forward. I quickly moved back inside, and then slowly set
each of the essentials onto the floor. Then, I grabbed the iPad in my left hand, pushed the screen door open with my
right, and started to slide sideways, foot to foot, between the end of the door and the railing. But again, the door
seemed to push firmly against my front and my legs felt like they might crumble beneath me. So I dropped to one
knee and slid the iPad under my balcony chair. Then, on my hands and knees, I reached inside, grabbed the other
things, and slid them towards the iPad. Once they were there, I crawled on hands and knees, around the door, to the
chair, where I lifted myself and sat, here, to watch for whatever I’ve always been watching for. 

The thing about Nashville is, in addition to not doing cocaine and not doing a job that murders my soul,
I’m also going to shrink my life and do no harm. I’ll be a guy who works the graveyard shift at a convenience store.
I’ll mop the floors, watching the overhead lights move from side to side as my head moves forwards and backwards.
I’ll see the parts of the floor where I haven’t mopped, and how much worse they look than the spots that I’ve already
covered, and I’ll feel good about the floor looking different where I’ve done something, and everyone will agree that
the mopped floor is better than the floor that I haven’t been to yet. I know I was going to be something good, and I
am not,  which  is  okay.  The truth is,  my first  address  was 315 West  Johnston Street,  and I  remember  that  and
everything else all the time, and I’m so scared and tired and heavy that I’m crawling. And that’s yesterday and today.

Ends

Guns and Promises
By Judy DeCroce

fear screams in an ordinary day
shadows cross down the madness

where the innocent lie,
and no words for what is gone

the sharp edge of fear
going about its business

in time remaining 
and with each shot…

a church
a school
a temple

still…
somewhere waits

a prayer
a plea
a gun 

Benefactress Sought
By D.C. Buschmann

A thin, fleeting smile
left her lips
almost as quickly
as it arose.
Our hopes were dashed
like crashing waves
upon Cornwall’s rocks.
We sought her consent—
a last resort
in our dilemma. We knew
not where else to seek
relief. Frozen in place,
no one spoke for fear
the hearing of it
would be worse
than rejection itself.
Her stare continued—
the silence unnerving.
“Mercy,” I thought,
“Have a care for those
less fortunate,”
was my earnest prayer.
Then, she spoke.



Illusion of Hope
By Robert Gluck

There is a point you reach
just past exhaustion
but this side of conceding
where you see only dead ends
and insurmountable cliffs
of pain and suffering
that your bloodied heart
cannot imagine how to endure,
leaving you huddled before the future
your last fragments of faith
clinging to the illusion of hope

Winter 2007
By Ann Lawrence

It’s been snowing for four days
not continuous, but still.
On the first night, white out
conditions, everything four inches
higher than the previous night,
resting until our feet disturbed.
Four days later the snow falls
on slush, black from the roads, 
and I can’t tell you to come back
because the romance of snow is only
that first day. The one that shouldn’t end
but always does, and if you return
we will only speak of the cold and the wet.



The End of Dick and Jane
By Chris Hart

The  sound  of  breaking  glass  never  fails  to  capture  attention  due  to  its  nature  of,  typically,  being  sudden  and
unexpected. It evokes an equal measure of curiosity and a potential cause for alarm. This time, however, for Dick, it
is a welcome distraction.  The removal men downstairs, on the other hand, would likely disagree. 

The room looks so empty now, the bedroom being his daughter’s, Nell. Empty except for moving boxes
labelled ‘toys’, ‘clothes’ and ‘books’. Dick stood there, cordless drill in one hand, loose screws in the other, staring at
the window. Taking the curtains down suddenly made it so bare, the afternoon sun pouring through silhouetting faded
squares where the family photos had once hung.

He puts the drill in its case, the screws in his pocket as if to save them for later and walks downstairs to find
one of the men sheepishly sweeping up Jane’s crystal vase in the faint hope it can be saved. No one was allowed to
touch that vase. And not just the vase, any of Jane’s ‘antiques’ for that matter. Weekends lost at flea markets and
antique fairs to fill the house with silver trinkets and wooden chests, all of which come with a story from some
mythical place long ago, that were there ‘to be looked at and not touched’.

‘She cared more about that vase than us’ he thought, not missing the irony that like their life, it is now,
fucked.

About to leave, Dick catches himself in the mirror by the front door. Looking a damn sight better than
leaving the hospital two weeks ago, he struggles to hold his gaze. Most of the bruising had gone, but the cuts were
still there, stitches on his neck still intact waiting to leave their scars. The reminders redundant yet permanent.

As he left the hired men to finish up, something hit him, a pang in the stomach. It wasn’t just the fact that he
and Nell are starting their new life without her Mother, today was also the day Jane was being transferred. Despite all
his protests Jane had cleverly managed to get herself sentenced to a life in hospital rather than prison. Being a Lawyer
herself, and a damn good one, manipulating a story and working a jury is a walk in the park for Jane. But even he had
to admit he was impressed at how she played it in the courtroom. 

Looking back at the house from the seat of his truck, he fumbled with his mp3 player, reversed off the drive and left,
leaving his house a shrinking reflection in his rear-view mirror, for the last time.

Checking the clock on the dash he has at least three hours before Nell is dropped off at his parents’ house.
They are out of town at his request. As much as they wanted to be there when he and Nell moved in, Dick wanted the
space, some time for just him and Nell in their new home. The last few weeks had been tough; he didn’t want fuss.

Turning on to the highway he turns the volume up and drums the steering wheel. The setting sun glaring red
as it bounces off the trees, for a second it’s all gone. It’s just him, his music, his Chevy and the road. He’s free. 

Briefly.
With the sun setting, red clouds become purple, the hills black, street lights flicker to yellow, the road empty.

His concentration turns to Nell. 
This is really going to screw her up. She’s three years old. Three!!
The Chevy starts to drift.
She’s going to need therapy. Unless she doesn’t remember. Maybe she doesn’t remember.
The left-hand wheels cross into the oncoming lane. He doesn’t hear the honking.
She hasn’t said anything so far. Just asking where her mommy is. What the fuck do I tell her? 
The flashing lights closer, the honking louder.
‘SHIT’ 
Slamming the brakes, the tyres screech their disapproval as Dick snatches the steering wheel jerking the

Chevy clear. The station wagon flashes past in a blur, the angry cries of ‘jerk off’ hanging in the air as it disappears in
his rear-view mirror. With a deep breath and a flick of the wrist Dick turns the music up louder, he drums the wheel
harder, the sun sets a little lower.

The Chevy turns into a private road, long, narrow and flanked by forests, tall and dense, still and silent. A mile later
Dick crunches the Chevy to a stop on the gravel drive, turns the ignition and takes a moment. His parent's good
fortune before him, the family home. He takes a deep breath, clenches his jaw, rubs his hands on his face and heavily
exhales.



Climbing out of the truck he reaches across to grab his shoulder bag from the passenger side, as he does so,
something catches his eye, just for a second, at one of the upper windows of the house. A movement, a shadow.
Stepping back and standing straight he looks up at the house. Dark glass and aged wood stare back. This house has
always given Dick the creeps, as a child, he claimed to hear or see things, bumps in the night, for which his older
brother took great satisfaction and full credit for, and rightly so. As it is every elder Brother’s birth-right to pick on
and scare the bejesus out of their younger siblings, Johnny had perfected his art over many years with countless ghost
stories and elaborate Halloween pranks. The House of Horrors, the local children would call it. Gothic in style, tall,
turreted, dark, wooden, a front porch and enough land for an Indian Burial Ground as Johnny had Dick once believe.
Despite leaving for Princeton twenty years ago, it seems he left the ghost stories behind.

Shutting the front door behind him he hangs his shoulder bag on the coat stand and flicks a switch bringing
the chandeliers to life. The entrance hall has been the setting for the Jennings’ annual masquerade ball for many years.
It is as grand and large as would need to be to host such social events. Dark with solid oak floors, twin grandfather
clocks stand guard at the foot of the grand staircase, the walls cluttered with faded portraits of family members long
dead. 

He stops at his own family’s portrait, hanging proud over the fireplace, his Dad standing noble behind his
seated Mother, hand on her shoulder, Dick sat one side of her, his Brother the other with their Sister knelt in front. His
brother with that look, mocking, even on canvas some thirty years later. Dick stares back, raises his middle finger and
laughs ‘fuck you, Johnny, fuck you’

Checking the time on the grandfather clock nearest the kitchen he has about two hours until Nell arrives,
enough time for a beer and a bath. The smell of fresh flowers hit him as he enters the room, the scent of summer
against the cold white tiled kitchen. Walking around the island, he grabs a beer from the fridge and peels off a note
signed ‘love Mum x’. He fights the urge to cry, even in an empty house, he will not allow himself to cry.

Along with the ghost stories, a house of this size and age comes with its fair share of squeaks, creaks and
clangs, the copper taps on the clawfoot bathtub are no exception. The bathroom fills with steam, he does not wipe the
mirrors clear, seeing his reflection once today is enough. Dick puts his beer on the side of the tub, strips off and slides
in, the hot water bringing the cuts on his arms and chest to life, forcing him to grip the sides a little tighter. Grunting,
he leans forward, grabs his beer, takes a sip of his medicine and puts it down.

Pinching his nose and taking a breath, Dick submerses himself in the water, the memories come flooding
back as clear as the day itself.

The party was a farce, everyone knew. A pretence of happiness. Yet they would go along with it and point and stare
and whisper while sipping their beer and champagne. It was no secret their marriage was on the rocks. The brief was,
Jane had been visiting her Mom upstate while the garden was remodelled and Dick stuck to it  like a politician
campaigning for office, never wavering no matter the question. The invitations may have claimed it was to show off
their new garden, but this was Jane doing what she does best, putting on a show.

The guests, family, friends and neighbours swapped rumours like children swapping baseball cards. He was
cheating on her, she was cheating on him, he was secretly gay. No one knew. Dick would never say; he kept to the
party line. The dots were not being connected, the right questions were not being asked, yet it was getting harder for
him to keep track of his own lies. There are only so many times he can fall down the stairs, walk into a door or catch
his hand in the car before someone puts two and two together.

Dick proclaimed he was going to marry Jane the night they met. She was perfect, the perfect girlfriend, then
the perfect wife. She was successful, beautiful and would fuck him like a porn star. His friends loved her and so did
his parents.

Then, it all changed.
Jane’s career at the firm was on fast track and she was on course to make Partner. Dick loved teaching and

though Jane said she admired him for it, it didn’t bring home the bacon the same way a lawyer’s salary could. Giving
up her successful career to have ‘his child’ while living on a teacher’s salary was not what Jane signed up for.

It started small, then got worse, wine became whiskey, pinches became punches. Ever dutiful Dick never
retaliated, not when she burnt his hand on the stove, not when she punched him while he slept, not once. She would
blame the drink and him. Dick would blame himself and post-natal depression. Deep down he knew this wasn’t just
depression, but something else. He just didn’t want to believe it. 



Six months before the party, before Jane ‘went to visit her Mom’, Dick came home to find Nell screaming and Jane
unconscious. With the front door open, he could hear Nell from the truck. He ran inside, Nell was in hysterics in the
living room, Jane on the floor by the sofa unconscious, an empty wine glass on its side by her hand, a box of pills
sprayed across the coffee table.

Jane had tried to take her life, or so he thought. Petrified and angry, Dick shook her awake, it took a second
or two for her to come around. He crouched over her, repeating her name, Nell still screaming. Jane reached for the
wine glass and smashed it onto Dick’s arm. Recoiling in shock, bleeding, he scrambles to his feet, as does Jane, wine
bottle in hand. Swinging for him with each step, screaming bloody murder, he turns and runs to Nell, picks her up,
runs upstairs and locks the bathroom door behind them. Eventually giving up on trying to beat the door down, the
next sound Dick heard was the engine on Jane’s car.

Even drunk Jane can play the role of a lawyer as well as she does in court. Luckily for her, there was nobody
in that parked Volvo. She charmed herself a deal of good behaviour and a month in rehab. She played the game well,
went to the meetings, followed the twelve steps and got on her knees and begged Dick to take her back. That wasn't
all she got on her knees for.  

Dick knew it was too soon, Jane had only been home a week, but she wanted a party. And a party she got.
She kept her hipflask in her stocking and the back-up bottle of vodka in a plastic bag in the toilet cistern. It didn’t take
long for Dick to notice, and not much longer for the guests. She was stumbling from guest to guest, table to table.
Dick calmly reached for her, suggesting she go for a lie-down. Jane ripped her arm free smashing glasses and bottles
as she fell backwards. Dick hadn’t learned his lesson, he reached down to pick her up, only this time it wasn’t a
broken glass but a bottle, and she made sure it went into his chest. No one moved as Dick fell, perhaps it was the
shock that cemented the guest’s feet to that new garden of theirs. Jane went again, this time thrusting what was left of
the bottle into his neck. He put his hand to his throat, leaving him defenceless, the freshly laid lawn turning red, Dick
was choking on blood. Johnny leapt and tackled Jane to the ground pinning her down. She screamed, trying to fight
free, spitting hate and venom into Johnny’s face.

Dick was unconscious, the blood not stopping. Nell was silent. Everybody was silent, they finally had their
answer.

He gasps for air, grabbing his neck as he breaks the surface spilling bathwater over the marbled floor. Out of breath,
he sits for a second, rubbing his neck staring that thousand-mile stare. He shakes it off, picks his beer up and climbs
out of the tub. Dick picks up the bundle of clothes and walks across the hall to his old bedroom and dries himself off.
He pulls up his pants, picks up the TV remote, puts the news on and throws the remote on the bed. As he pulls his t-
shirt over his face, the newsreader says something that stops him dead.

He can’t move, he can’t think, he can’t hear. He can see yet he can’t look away, his eyes fixed on the TV,
he’s stuck fast where he stands. The room, the house, everything has ceased to exist, It’s just him and the television.
The newsreader's lips are moving, the volume is up, but Dick cannot hear a thing, the words muffled as if floating
through water. All he can do is stand and read the words scrolling across the screen. 

BREAKING – LOCAL WOMAN ESCAPES POLICE CUSTODY – BREAKING
A photo of the convict appears on the screen. His legs buckle. The newsreader says her name but Dick

doesn’t hear, he doesn’t need to, he just stares, the photo stares back. 
NELL!
The adrenaline kicks in and he scrambles around the bedroom looking for his phone, he picks it up and

punches the ‘call contact’ button. The relief when he hears Nell is fine is overwhelming. His legs give way but the
bed breaks his fall. Head in his hands. Heart racing. He breathes.

Then it hits him, his stomach wants to throw up, his head wants to pass out, every part of his body vibrates,
his heart trying to escape his chest, face hot, hands shaking, all he can hear is the blood pumping around his head.
That wasn’t fresh flowers he could smell in the kitchen. It was Jane’s perfume.

What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck?
Dick grabs the remote and turns off the TV, barefooted he walks to the open bedroom door, putting his hands

either side of the frame leaning forward to inspect the hall.  Silence. He steps out and stops. Silence. The guest
bedroom,  which Jane often used as her own personal make-up room,  is ahead a few steps away, the door closed.  He



steps, steps, steps, stopping at the door. Raising his hand towards the knob, slow and steady, a bead of sweat runs
down from his temple. Clasping the brass door knob, only pausing to take a breath and pushes the old oak door open.
Silence. Reaching his arm around the frame his hand searches for the light switch, jumping at his own reflection in
the mirrored closet door as the light comes on. At first glance the room is empty except for a bed and a side table with
a small stained-glass lamp. Stepping back, about to close the door, he spots an overnight bag on the floor creeping
from under the bed and a bottle of perfume on the pillow. Taking the bait, Dick walks over to the bed, picks up the
bottle and holds it to his nose, ‘the scent of summer’. Catching himself in the mirror, he tilts his head in thought. Jane
wouldn’t hide in the closet; she has more class than that. She’ll want to put on a show.

Stepping back into the hall Dick quietly shuts the door behind him. The stairs come next, stopping at the top,
Dick looks down onto the dimly lit entrance hall below. As children, he and Johnny memorised every single creak on
that staircase, mastering how to silently navigate each step, even blindfold. They’d make games out of it; Dick was
always Indiana Jones, on his way to retrieve a lost treasure at the top of the booby-trapped staircase of a cursed
Peruvian temple. The creaky steps falling away to, expose a crocodile infested ravine below, if stepped on. Thirty or
so years later, he still remembers the safe route down. Dick makes it in one piece, staircase still intact, the crocodiles
go hungry once more.

Stopping at the bottom, no whip or hat this time, the front door is ahead of him, the kitchen to his left.
Hanging on the coat-stand is his bag, the bag with the keys to his truck,  Dick looks down at his bare feet and
remembers his boots are back in the bedroom. Fuck!

Fuck it! Dick decides he can drive barefoot. He steps toward the coat-stand and that’s when the music starts,
stopping him dead, the realisation that this is really happening, the show had begun. The irony is not lost on Dick,
they danced to this song at their wedding, though no matter how many times Jane reminded him, Dick could never
remember the title. It became a routine of theirs at dinner parties when telling the story of their happy day. Dick only
ever getting as far as ‘Non Je Ne….Je Ne…Je Ne…’ and Jane, right on cue, would finish his sentence, much to their
audience’s amusement. Tonight though, standing barefoot, with his escaped convict wife somewhere in the house, it
comes to him, ‘Je Ne Regrette Rien’.

The song floating around the house, is coming from the lounge past the kitchen. Spotting the time on the
grandfather clock, Nell will be dropped off in an hour. Taking a moment and a breath to ready himself, he heads for
the lounge. Passing the kitchen on his right, two glasses of wine on the island counter catch his eye, there is an
upright folded note leant against them. ‘All part of the show’, he thinks. Walking into the kitchen, he can see that on
the outside the note simply reads ‘Dick’ with lipstick printed lips underneath. When they first moved in together, Jane
would leave little notes for Dick around the house, always sprayed with perfume. This time is no different. Opening
it, the inside reads, ‘Join me in the lounge for a dance, bring the wine, love J.x’

For a moment, lost in habit, Dick goes to pick up the glasses of wine before catching himself. About to turn,
the smell of perfume is noticeably stronger. ‘Shit!’ 

Before getting the chance to turn fully around the bottle lands on the back of his head. Not quite knocking
him out, hard enough for his legs give way to give way, he puts his hands on the counter to stop the fall. The next
sound he hears is the bottle smashing on the floor beside him, before he can lift himself upright something is around
his neck. His hands instinctively try to slip between the noose and his skin. Despite feeling his Adam’s Apple being
squished into his throat, he notices it feels silk made, like a tie. Choking, Dick brings his knee up, planting his foot on
the low cupboard, he pushes his weight backwards falling into Jane, they stumble back into the counter behind. Jane
not letting go, leveraging the counter, pulls tighter. Spluttering, gargling, Dick can feel the blood vessels in his eyes
begin to stretch, he spots the knife block on the counter in-front and lurches forward dragging Jane with him. The
corner edge of the counter meets with his chest, he feels a crack. Her grip not loosening, stretching his arms, reaching
for the block, his hands can’t quite get there. His breath starts to become short, his vision becomes grey, his head
light, his knees weaker, he can feel her breath on his ear, he can taste her perfume. Jane yanks harder, not saying a
word. Dick can feel he is close to passing out, he tries again for the knife block, his fingers skimming it, moving it
further out of reach, she tightens once more. Desperate, he lifts his hands behind him, reaching, scratching at her face,
trying to grab whatever he can, something, anything, his arms becoming weaker, his shoes slide on the broken glass,
his legs begin to give up.

They say your life flashes before your eyes the moment before you die, for Dick, it was just the one memory.
He was back in Nell’s bedroom,  empty except for the moving boxes labelled ‘toys’,  ‘clothes’ and ‘books’.  Standing 



there just as he was earlier today, staring through the bare window, cordless drill in one hand, loose screws in the
other, just staring. The silhouettes of the pictures on the wall now disappearing as it turns to night, the room is getting
darker. There’s a faint smash of glass, not from Nell’s room and not from downstairs this time either, somewhere else,
in a different place, distant. Unaware, in his final struggle he’s knocked the wine glasses to the floor. The sound, like
a hypnotist’s trigger, reminds him to put the loose screws in his pocket. Nell’s bedroom is getting darker still. The feel
of the screws in his hand do not seem as distant, he can feel his hand brushing against denim, he can feel the long
rigid edges, he can feel the sharp pointed ends. Nell’s bedroom becomes lighter.

Fighting to stay awake, with his right hand in his pocket, he pushes a screw between his fingers with his
thumb and makes a fist.  With his left hand free, feeling upwards for Jane’s face, finding her nose, then, an eye.
Pushing his foot against the cupboard, sending them backwards once more, he rips his right hand from his pocket,
punching backwards, he moves his left hand in time to thump the screw into Jane’s eye.

The scream rings  in Dick’s ears,  it  is  the first  sound Jane’s made,  the tie  around Dick’s  neck loosens.
Slumping forward on to his hands and knees, wheezing, his wedding tie falls to the floor. Turning back to see Jane
clasping at her face, flapping like a fish out of water, blood pouring through her fingers, he can’t help but notice she’s
wearing her favourite black dress, the one that shows off her tits, the one she always wore on special occasions, the
one she wore to the party. Sitting himself back against the cupboard he starts to get his breath back. Jane’s shaking
hands fumble around the screw lodged in her eye socket, clenching a fist around it she rips the screw out, screaming,
bringing half her eye with it. She drops the screw to the floor, Dick paralysed not sure what to do next. 

For a moment it is quiet, they are both still, they both breathe. He looks at her, she looks back at him with the
one eye she has left, they both look down at the bottle neck in-front of Dick. Jane lunges forward. Dick reaches the
bottle first, shoving the jagged edge into her neck stopping her mid-flow. For a moment he holds her there, by the
wine bottle, like a doctor examining a specimen of some sort. Blood pours from her mouth, she gargles, she splutters,
she tries to raise an arm, to do what he doesn’t know, a desperate last attempt at survival perhaps. Dick removes the
bottle and she slumps to the floor clasping her neck. 

Dick sits, rubbing his neck with one hand, broken bottle shaking in the other, waiting for Jane to suddenly
lurch upwards like in one of Johnny’s stories, but she doesn’t. The gurgles slow, the spluttering stops, the white tiles
turn black, her hand falls to the floor. 

He sits. He breathes. He checks the clock.

The End

Trunk
By Ann Lawrence

Made of wood, unstained but aged,
counting the years in my stretch marks,
rings of varied sizes, scars where
teenage lovers carved their initials, branches
pruned off to mold a straight spine, not carved
by Gepetto but still a real woman.

Feather
By Wilda Morris

Sometimes hope is not a thing with feathers
singing in the garden; it is merely
one feather floating on the wind 
or a fallen leaf twisting in moving air.

But still, if there is that one feather,
that one leaf, there is hope.



The Rain on the Roof
By John C. Krieg

December had turned dreary when heavy rains arrived and our roofs were leaking.  To make matters worse, one of
my front incisors was giving me an awful time.  The steady drip, drip, drip of water into the five-gallon pails that I
had set out kept time with the throbbing rhythm of my problem tooth.  There’s nothing more depressing than a
leaking roof or nothing more painful  than an aching tooth.   Santa Clause’s  Christmas was upon us  with heavy
financial demands making these two calamities second priority.  They say that nothing is more important than your
health, but whoever “they” are, they apparently don’t have to listen to screaming voices like the one echoing in my
head.  In my reality, there is always something that screams more loudly for attention: grandchildren, the county tax
assessor, utility bills, food. 

It’s a sad fact of lower class life in America, that no matter what the politician’s mouth about “universal
healthcare” that it is not even locally obtainable, much less universally.  In the balancing act of everyday survival
anything but the sheer necessities go by the wayside.  Some things are constant while other things are temporary.
Pain killers somewhat alleviate the discomfort of a damaged tooth while sunny weather pushes thoughts of roof
repairs to the back burner.  Not that both are not important, but we are talking about absolute survival here. 

So, I worry that the roof leaks will steadily get worse eventually causing structural failure, and I know that
the only solution to the agony that I’m experiencing with this tooth can be realized with its removal and the removal
of my remaining teeth will follow shortly thereafter.  

I’m not completely irresponsible or necessarily an absolute dolt.  I fought mightily to address both of these
problems, but I slowly lost ground until they became bigger than life problems to me which should illustrate the low
bar that my life is now being lived at.  California 

is in desperate need of rain, and it should be welcomed wherever and whenever it occurs.  The only problem
is how it occurs.  Arid land rainstorms are most usually front-loaded events meaning that 90 percent of their entire
volume of moisture drops from the clouds during the first ten percent of their time of duration.  This often leads to
torrential flooding, or in our case, the washing out of country dirt roads which can leave families stranded for days
unless they own a four-wheel-drive monster truck which we don’t.  So it took three days for the rain to let up, and the
roads to dry out sufficiently enough for me to get to the dentist.  Bad news; worse news that I had hoped for, but
admittedly not completely unexpected.  My insurance would not cover $5,500 of what I needed to be done in order to
become a reluctant owner of a pair of gleaming white false teeth.  Individual extractions would have to be done as the
ongoing pain dictated at $150 per tooth.  At least there was a plan of action.  It wasn’t much of a pla, but it’s the only
plan I have.  The only worse plan is the plan I have for addressing the roofs.

We have two houses.  The old house, where I live, is really old being a crossbreed between a 500 square foot
trailer built in 1958 and a stick-built addition built in the early eighties.  Oddly enough it is not the trailer’s roof that is
leaking, it’s the additions’, and it’s been an ongoing problem for over ten years.  I’ve patched it, covered it with tarps,
and even had some inexperienced (but seemingly affordable) younger guys re-shingle it, all to no avail.  

The other house, the “new house” was a brand new double wide when it was rolled onto the lot in 2001.  My
significant other and three of her grandchildren live there.  There are two minor leaks that I could easily fix if only I
could lay hands onto $100 to go about doing it.  It seems like that would be easy, but again, something always seems
to get in the way just before I pull the trigger on getting this relatively easy job done.  If I learned anything from my
teeth,  however,  it’s  that  the longer I  put off  what seems like a minor issue the faster it  becomes a major issue
bordering on an irreparable one.  So the plan of action is to repair the new house as soon as possible when the warm
spring months arrive, and the old house will just have to wait until I am on more solid financial ground, hopefully
before next winter’s rains and snows arrive.  As for this winter, I will just have to gut it out.

The particular tooth that is causing me such pain now has been an issue with me for the bulk of my entire
life.  When I was nine year old my friends and I were attending a Disney movie at the now defunct Haven Theatre in
Olean, Ne w York.  We were all excited and unruly as we rushed into the theater trying to lay claim to the best seats in
the front.  As I was racing between two rows of seats, I slipped and my mouth hit a chair’s arm which cracked the
tooth.  My lip was cut, so the management called my parents to pick me up.  Except for a little blood, I felt fine and I
hated missing the movie.  Within a week the tooth pain kicked in with a vengeance, and it bordered on unbearable.
The family dentist advised trying to save the tooth, which was an opinion I wasn’t too particularly enamored with.  I 



was given antibiotics and aspirin and was left to suffer the pain which took over a week to subside.  Then the tooth
turned gray, and I was told by my parents that I could deal with getting it white again when I was an adult and beyond
the type of immaturity that caused me to get in this predicament in the first place.  The tooth pain would kick in on
what seemed like an annual basis over the next five years accompanied by an olive sized pulsating abscess on the
roof of my mouth before our family dentist finally relented and performed a root canal that solved the issue until now.
Over four decades later this tooth has reared its ugly head again, and will finally be done away with.  I’m now left
with two overwhelming feelings concerning its fate – good riddance, and to my parents and the former dentist, know
that I wasn’t the only kid running in that theatre that day.

Concerning the leaking roofs; they cause me more mental anguish than any actual pain.  They remind me of
my station in life which is that upon entering my seventh decade I am in a constant state of exhaustion, and the
thought of any home repairs simply exhausts me even more.  But these houses and myself must go on for the sake of
the grandchildren and keeping a roof over our collective heads.  I can beat the roofer’s $2,500 estimate by $1,500 if I
can cobble together $1,000 for ten gallons of “Flexseal.”  I hope and pray that I can avoid the associated problems of
structural collapse and the invasion of unhealthy molds, but I better act soon.  In truth, I don’t trust the roofer’s
estimate fearing that once they get going numerous extras will pop up which are not altogether unreasonable but are
altogether unaffordable.  So I’ll muddle my way through, do the work myself, and somehow limp forward into the
future.

The rain on the roof and the throbbing of my tooth both cause me a great amount of stress, but I try to
remind myself that the most damaging form of stress is anticipatory anxiety.  Let the rain on the roof drum out
warning and let my tooth enjoy its last pain causing days.  Soon the sun will shine and warm weather will return, and
shortly after that the tooth will go to that great bone yard in the sky.  Good riddance I say to all.  I must go on.  These
are stark reminders of my station in life, but they are not insurmountable problems.  The rain on the roof is even
comforting when I think of it as the sweet music that lets me know that I’m still alive.  

Ends

A Frightening Metaphysical Puzzle
By J.J. Steinfeld

When confronted by the stranger
demanding answers or else
a fate worse than death
is it better to be philosophical or practical
honest or deceptive?

The stranger, I should add,
is unearthly and sinister
with a gunlike apparatus 
you don’t recognize
but assume is as functional
as any worldly weapon.

The questions, of course,
strain your intellectual grasp
and lifetime of this-planet experience, 
questions that even astute theologians
and proficient game-show contestants
would have difficulty with.

Trembling, you answer question
after question, adrenaline somehow 
conjuring up knowledge and wisdom
stumble on the tenth one
a frightening metaphysical puzzle
and pray that the gunlike apparatus
isn’t loaded.

Originally published in Illumen (USA).



Cold Hard Reset 

By Mehzeb R. Chowdhury

There are those days that you feel absolutely invincible and have the confidence to take on the world. Unfortunately,
that echoey, wintry evening was not one of them. The six who surrounded me looked like prize fighters from the
underground fighting ring, almost raring to have a go.

“Guys, do we really want to do this?” I asked, perhaps a little too earnestly.
They were clearly not fans of verbal communication, because I received the answer in the form of a right

hook that relocated two of my pearly stalactites to the floor. My mouth became a reservoir of scarlet liquid, with the
added bonus of delirium taking over my senses.

“You know, some people might consider that to be an act of aggression. But – ”
Another ruthless jab. It was like being hit by a speeding train. A blow to the stomach followed, knocking the

wind out of me. For a few seconds there was the comfort of pain-free darkness. Two glowing orbs floated towards
me. Then, a cruel return to excruciating agony.

On my knees, I coughed a few times in my attempt to get enough air into my lungs to not suffocate. They
reorganised and pushed me onto my stomach. The kicking commenced right after. It began with one, and then all
together. Thudding into my chest and stomach in synchronised consistency. I could feel my insides being marred into
jelly. Kick. Kick. Kick. Scores of crimson ran up my body and exited as vomit.

Someone got on top of me, I would imagine it was to get better access to my already broken nose and
cheekbones. One punch, two punch, three punch, four. Relentless battering. There was not an inch that remained
unbruised. They clobbered me. For some inexplicable reason, I allowed them the pleasure.

The contusion on my head was by then gaping, and cold air burrowed into it. Somehow, I was hot and cold
at the same time. Shivering all over but burning up in localised areas. I was paralysed and completely at their mercy.
Strange, that feeling of total helplessness and dismay. I could not recall if I had ever felt that way before.

No time was afforded to dwell on it, though. It took four of them to carry my mushy frame to the corner of
the warehouse. They put me in a chair, but I immediately crashed to the ground like a rag-doll. Once I was lifted back
up and tied, a foul-smelling towel was placed over my face. Head held back, cold water was poured slowly, then at an
acceptably torturous pace. I was drowning. My feet were flogging vigorously. I tried to scream, but it only resonated
as a feeble mumble.

Under the suffocating weight, my insides burned coolly, like I had swallowed dry ice. My eyes rolled back. I
was inside an out-of-control, driverless car sliding down a winding road. Everything was tinted in varying shades of
blue and grey. One by one, vehicles with mean faces painted across their front grilles charged towards me. They
meandered for a few seconds to toy with me, then stepped on the gas for dead-on collisions. And, they did. Broken
glass and mangled metal everywhere, I crashed through the windscreen and tumbled down the road. This can’t be
real, I thought. It seemed more real than my current plight, though.

The towel came off. I was back in the warehouse. I caught a glimpse of myself in a window. I could not
recognise the swollen, beaten black and blue head that sat on unfamiliar shoulders. Then, I noticed them. Spiders.
Everywhere. On the ceiling, they were crawling in the hundreds. A thousand more creeped towards me from all sides
on the ground. It had my already-shattered psyche unravelling further. They made high-pitched clicking noises, much
like bats inside a hollow cave.

Suddenly,  all  my  previously-human attackers  had  spider  heads.  Their  hairy  visages  were  adorned  with
frightening fangs and eight black pearls for eyes. I started convulsing in the chair. It rocked back and forth, until
falling backwards. The back of my skull cracked open instantly. The spiders started to burrow through it. I yelled as
loudly as my crushed larynx would allow. Nothing. I had become a mute. A high-pitched ringing was all I could hear.
It modulated slightly. I was on the edge of insanity precariously hanging by a thread.

A shadowy figure emerged from a dark corner. I could not tell if he was real or a figment of my imagination.
Those with spider heads picked up the chair with me strapped to it. They spoke to each other, in barn owl screeches.
The figure, with a human face, dressed in a black pin-stripe suit and Homburg hat, crouched down and watched me
over. He began to speak, but I was no lip-reader. Clicking his fingers, he tested my hearing. I could barely make it out
at first. Slowly, though, his voice became audible.

“Do you know why you are here?” he asked.



I mumbled, “No.”
“You were at a bar with your friends one night, and you had a few too many. They warned you about driving

while drunk. But you would not listen. You’d been down that road before. Sure, a few arrests and suspended licences
here and there, but you had never killed anyone. So, you decided to risk it.”

His narration painted the most haunting pictures in my mind.
“A family of four were in a vehicle driving to see an elderly relative. You knocked them off the cliff, and

they tumbled down several hundred feet into a ditch. The impact crushed most of their bones. A few were knocked
out of the car and drowned. By the time they were found, spiders had laid eggs into their stomachs. It was grotesque.
So, when the authorities found you, the courts determined that you experience a few of the horrors your victims had
to endure.”

My head dropped. Shame coursed through my veins. The tragic consequence of my transgression flashed
before my eyes.

“Will you drink and drive again?”
“No,” I replied, bawling.
He stared into my eyes for the longest time as if to see if I meant what I said.
‘”Turn it off,” he coldly instructed, turning his head towards the shadowy side of the warehouse. But the

voice was female now.
I heard two beeps. Then, I was riding a rollercoaster across an invisible track at a hundred miles an hour.

Heart pounding inexorably. Gusts of dry air slapping across my face. A blinding flash of light followed, and I found
myself in a white room with no furniture or fixtures. The illuminated walls were made of glossy plastic panels, and
the floor was stainless steel. I was naked, strapped to a semi-reclined chair with a headset slowly retracting away. A
centenary of needles was digging into my body.

I looked around anxiously. Attempts to remember my name were a failure. A mechanical door opened from a
previously indiscernible wall panel. Nothing could be seen outside, other than pitch darkness. Something was leering
at me, though. I could feel it. The restraints tightened. In the distance, footsteps ramped up in resonance. They were
inching closer. My breathing was escalating. 

A figure emerged from the darkness. It was a young woman, possibly in her teens, clad in an all-white two-
piece hospital gown. Nasal canula between her nostrils. Bloodshot eyes. There were bruises on her face, and about a
dozen bandages on her neck, arms and feet. She hobbled forward, and almost burned a hole through me with her
glare.

“We were a family of five,” she said, icily.
I swallowed hard.
Turning to the door, she spoke to the darkness. “Run it again, please. +1 intensity.”
“Wait,” I tried to negotiate.
“You took everything from me. But at least, for the rest of your life, you will experience what those you took

from me did in their final moments.”
From outside the room, I heard someone say, “Commencing memory wipe.”
The room was getting bright again. I opened my mouth to speak. “I’m sorr-”
The blinding flash of light cut me off. Darkness. Nothing.
I was inside a strange warehouse. Eight men who looked like prize fighters from the underground fighting

ring, surrounded me. It looked like they wanted to tear me apart. I did not know why, though. It’s not like I hurt
anyone.

The End



The Trouble with Sleep
By Adam Frosh

I’m pinned to the sofa by the weight of his body. Course, fat fingers grip my arms as I try to struggle. His sour breath,
rancid with cigarettes and alcohol, hits my face.

Mum sits hunched in the armchair, picking strands off the fabric.
"Stop sniffing, woman!" he shouts at her. "This is your fault. You'd be out on the streets if it weren’t for me.

No-one else would take you and your slut of a daughter on!"
The wall is peppered with dents, some the size of Mum’s head, others the size of his fist. She’s always too

frightened to help me.
The girl on the TV is screaming as the flickering black and white images reflect off my mother's face. The

dolls on the table gaze into space. They're beautiful with their blonde hair, but they can't help me either.
He does things to me with his mouth. 
Mum stares at the TV. 
Please, don't come near me again. He grabs at my breasts. Not again. You're hurting me! 
It was all fine when Dad was still alive. Why did you have to leave us? Mum used to care about me. We

were happy.

I wake and my heart is pounding. Thank God none of that was real. As I gulp down my sobs, I see that my pillow is
covered in strands of my dark hair again. I can't let my parents hear me cry - they'll be so worried. 

I don't always remember much about my dreams, but I seem to be remembering a few more details each
time. As terrifying as they are, I thankfully always wake up just before I'm about to get really hurt.

This time, the nightmare was so vivid, so real, that there's no way I'll get back to sleep. I get out of bed and
take a shower instead. It's frustrating, I’m exhausted, and I’ve got so much revision to do.

The hot jet of water eases my tense body. Thoughts of the bad dream start to fade in the steam of the shower
room.

I rub the mirror and look at the gaunt girl staring back at me. My pale skin contrasts with my dark eyebrows.
My eyes are bloodshot. I can't let this get to me. I must focus on my exams.

I lay out my school uniform and search through my make-up bag for a lipstick. Bold red always goes well
with my navy blazer. I tie my hair into a high ponytail and pull a clump of black hair from my brush.

I read in a magazine that the things that happen in our dreams can help us figure stuff out in the real world.
Apparently, we need to dream. I’m not so sure. My parents have worked out I'm having nightmares, but I can't bring
myself to tell them anything about them. Mum says I've been watching too many horror films and I'm probably just
stressed about the end of term exams. Dad says I should see a counsellor.

Ingrid’s running towards me from the foot of the school steps, her long straight mousey hair swaying as she moves.
She always looks so pretty, even in school uniform, with her cat-like eyes, a satchel emblazoned with a smiley face
and her striped tights that shouldn't really get past the rules.

"Alice, what’s wrong? More dreams?"
"Yeah. Stupid dreams," I say with a shrug. I wish I could hide my feelings better.
"You can always talk to me, you know."
"Thanks, Ingrid."
She changes the subject, "Hey, I've got some good news though - David asked me out!"
"You are kidding, right? David? Seriously? How did it go?"
"It was great! We went to the arcade and had ice-cream. God, he was awkward. He kept on slurping his

milkshake like this,’ she says, mimicking the sounds. “I couldn't stop giggling. I wasn’t really laughing at him, but he
got a bit angry. It's a shame 'cos I think he's cute."

I laugh out loud at the thought of such a dorky guy trying to date Ingrid. I guess she's the type of girl who
can do all the talking for both of them.

Ingrid’s smile fades. “David said that Rob never showed up to school again yesterday and he's not replying
to his texts. That's two weeks in a row. David went ’round his house but no one answered. He could see the TV
flickering through the window, so that probably means someone was there, right? He thinks something's up."

"What do you think's going on?" I say. I remember a few weeks ago I saw Rob crying alone just outside the
school grounds.

"I really don't know. His family are weird. I heard his father's really strict. I just hope he’ll talk to someone
about it one day."



The bedside clock says 02:00. My eyes weigh heavily in their sockets. The orange glow from my lamp blurs the
maths on the page and I can't seem to progress beyond this one section. There's no point in trying to revise without a
night's sleep. As much as I fear the monster that invades my dreams, I can't stay awake for much longer.

I can't breathe. It’s like his hand has grabbed at my heart and he's forcing it down into my tummy. I’m suffocating. I
push uselessly against his weight. I choke at the smell of sweat and stale cigarettes as he violates me.

The world is spinning. I can make out the outlines of my parents. They've switched on the light and are
calling my name. I'm back in my bedroom lying on the bed in a pool of sweat.

"Alice! Alice, wake up! It's just another nightmare… you were screaming," Mum says as she gently strokes
my head.

"I'm organising a counsellor as soon as they open today," Dad says as he pushes open the window to let in
some air. I don’t reply. Counsellors are for people with more serious problems than me.

"Alice, please. It's getting worse, and it's making me worried."
Through my sobs, I manage to nod. Dad's right. I can't go on like this.

I meet Ingrid again at the school gates. She's with her friend, Stephanie. Steph looks tired and it doesn’t look like
she’s brushed her hair. She's probably stressed about the exams, too. I notice something odd at her neckline and try
not to make my stares too obvious. I can just make out over the top of her scarf what looks like a bruise.

"Hi Steph," I say to her, trying but failing to sound relaxed, "how’s the revision going?"
"Put it this way, Alice, not everyone's blessed with parents like yours. It’s so easy for you. You don't know

how lucky you are." She storms off. 
I look open-mouthed at Ingrid. "What just happened there? Is she okay?"
“Don't take it to heart. She's been acting weird lately. She's having it tough at home. I think her dad's been

hurting her mum. Seems like a lot of us have problems at the moment.”
“Yeah, it really seems like it… By the way, has anyone heard from Rob?” 
“There's still no sign of him. I heard Mr Omani telling another teacher his mum's written to say he's stressed,

so he won't be coming to school for a while.”
“I don’t believe it. He told me once he preferred school to home.”
“Yeah, you told me that before. And his phone's still turned off. David's so worried about him that he told his

parents. He wants to call the police, but his parents say he can't do that without evidence.”

I walk home after seeing the counsellor, Mr Reason. I've always thought counsellors were for other people. I've never
struggled with anxiety or depression like other kids. My parents say people just got on with it in their day.

Mr Reason wasn't at all what I'd expected. He sat back in his worn leather swivel chair that looked as old as
the chipped wooden desk in the centre of the room. There were wall-to-wall shelves full of aging, dust-covered box
files. Something about the way he kept stroking the stubbly beard that barely covered the pock marks on his face
freaked me out. My chair was soft but uncomfortably low. He kept asking about whether I'd taken any illegal drugs. It
took ages to convince him I hadn't. 

Maybe Steph’s right. My mum and dad have always been there for me. Mr Reason asked about home and I
tried to move the conversation away from talking about my parents. I told him that I find it difficult to remember the
details of my nightmares when I wake up. He didn't seem interested and instead asked about my friends and asked if I
had a special boy or girl in my life. I told him that with the exams looming, I'm really not interested in getting into
relationships right now. One thing he said really unnerved me, though. I was twisting my ponytail in between my
fingers and he asked if I was worried I was losing my hair. Is it showing that badly?

“Pass your plate, Alice.” Mum is serving one of her delicious casseroles. Dad smiles warmly in appreciation.
She looks at me, "So, how did it go today?"
I chew on a tender carrot and savour every bite before I answer. I hadn't realised how hungry I was. " You

were right about seeing him," I reply, "I think it’s helped. I don't know why, but I’m a bit more relaxed now. He’s kind
of odd, but I’m pretty sure he knows what he’s doing."

"Maybe you should take a break from revising tonight, Alice. How about we watch a film together?" Dad
says. "It may be good to rest your mind – just for tonight, anyway."

"I woke up from another nightmare this morning, more vivid this time," I say to Mr Reason. He stares at me. I’m
certain he can see the blotches under my eyes. I should have put on more concealer.

He nods patiently. Again, he doesn't ask about the details. He leans back in his chair and says, "You were
telling me about your friends. You said that a boy hasn't been turning up to school and that you're worried about him."

"Yes," I say. "Our group at school are thinking of going to the police." 



He doesn't reply. Unsettled by the silence, I continue, "I'm also worried about a friend of mine who seems to
be having a hard time with her parents."

Mr Reason strokes his chin in thought. "Children these days seem to have so many problems. How are they
expected to function at school if they're under such stress back home? I despair at what's been happening to society
recently. So many children treated badly by their parents. Sometimes I want to tell them, 'For Heaven's sake, just run
and alert the authorities!'"

Another awkward pause. "My exams are in just under two weeks." 
"How's your revision going?"
"Well it seems okay, but—" I break off.
"Go on."
"I'm finding that my maths teacher doesn't seem able to help much."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I guess this sounds bad, but she seems to know just as much about it as I do. Whenever I show her my

work, she always just says it's fine."
"So, doesn't that mean you're doing well? I'd have thought most kids would be delighted if they were told

that."
"I suppose so, but it seems wrong. I'm sure there's a lot more I should be doing, but she just says it's as good

as she would do."

I'm in that room again. The TV's louder than ever. His dark eyes are fixed on me. I'm trying to struggle free but he's
holding me down. I start screaming, and at once I'm back in my warm bed. My breathing is heavy and I'm feeling
dizzy. I must have drifted off for a moment. I can't take it anymore. I don't want to sleep. I'll just have to stay up all
night. I don’t care about the exams anymore.

I pace around the room. My silhouette, cast onto the wall by the night light, moves like a spectre in a shadow
puppet show. My body aches with tiredness. I can still somehow feel him gripping me. I look in the mirror and an
image of that hollow-cheeked girl with bloodshot eyes stares back at me again. I’m too exhausted to stand, so I hunch
face down on the bed with my knees tucked under me and bite at my arm till it starts to bleed. As my eyelids start to
close, I will them to stay open. I can't keep this up much longer.

"I'm remembering more about my dreams," I say to Mr Reason on my third counselling session.
He stares at the bite mark on my arm. I don't like it that he seems to read me so easily. I should have worn a

long-sleeved blouse.
"Okay," he replies," maybe it's time to tell me about your dreams in detail. Maybe you're ready."
"What do you mean, ready?"
He scratches his nose with the top of his pen. "In my experience, I find that the details of nightmares should

be discussed after the subject has been properly prepared."
For the first time in my counselling sessions, I’m seriously agitated.
"Tell me about your birthday."
"Which birthday?" I say with a quizzical look.
"Okay, your last birthday."
"Why? I've come to you to sort out my nightmares, not to talk about my birthdays."
"Please just go along with me, Alice. I'll explain why I'm asking in a moment."
What did I do on my birthday? I begin to feel self-conscious. Why can't I remember? "I'm not really sure. It

was eight months ago. I… I can't…."
Mr Reason smiles. "Okay, tell me about any birthday."
"Okay, that's easy. I was four – or was I five? My dad threw a party for me and my friends. We played crazy

games. There was a lot of water. We all got soaked."
"So, you tell me about a birthday from when you were a tiny child. Do you think that's at all significant?"
I shake my head. Why am I so uncomfortable that I can't even think? Surely this isn't what counsellors are

supposed to do?
"Have you heard any more about your missing friend? Did you call the police?"
"No."
"Why do you think no one has called the police? Surely, it's not like him not to have contacted any of you,

let alone his closest friend?"
"I really don't know. Look, you've been quite helpful to me but I'm not really sure I want to continue these

sessions." I stand up and march to the door, my heart pounding. The door won't open. "Why is the door locked?" I
say, my breathing now rapid.

"Oh, I'm sorry, it gets stuck sometimes. Alice, please sit down. I'll open it for you in a moment. I want to
reassure you I'm getting to the heart of the matter, and I think I’ve worked out what's wrong."



I stay put at the door, too scared to return to my seat. 
"Tell me about your dreams."
Tears begin to flow down my cheeks. Surprised at myself for even answering him, I say, "When I dream, I'm

someone else."
He nods in a kindly manner to encourage me to continue.
"In my dreams I'm younger than I am now. I dream I have a stepfather who forces himself on me. He shouts

and threatens me and something makes my throat feel like it's closing up. My mother‘s too scared to say anything."
"Are they like your real parents in any way?"
"No. My real father loves me, no matter what, and my mother loves looking after us."
"Alice," the counsellor says as he scratches at his nose again, "have you ever wondered why your maths

teacher hasn't been able to help you?"
I try the door again, but in vain. My legs are weak. "I guess either I'm on top of my work or—"
"Or that she's not a very good teacher," he cuts in. "Maybe she really doesn't know any more than you do."
There's a faint smell in the room. I can't quite place it. I can’t help staring at Mr Reason's nose.
"Your classmates," he continues, "do you think they're behaving rationally over their missing friend?"
The scent becomes stronger. I recognise it. The sour smell of alcohol.
"How are you doing this?" I ask him. "Please let me go." I shake the door as hard as I can.
"Sometimes, it can be hard to tell truth from fiction, Alice. As a counsellor, I hear it all - the excuses, the

despair, the lies… they all want to manipulate. It's why they come to me."
I'm panicking. It must be panic, as it looks like his face is changing. He appears shorter and stockier too. His

physique is too familiar.
"You see, Alice, maybe your teacher can't help you because she really does only know what you know. Your

friends can't make decisions about that missing guy because, like you, they don't know what to do about it either.
They are as helpless as you are."

I begin to scream as he stands up and walks towards me.
"Your parents sound lovely. They sound so much better than your friends' families. That’s fortunate, isn’t it?"
The smell of alcohol on his breath intensifies. I have that sinking sensation in my tummy that I get in my

dreams. He places a hand around my neck. It's not Mr Reason at all but the man in my nightmares. Or should I say
my stepfather – my real stepfather. I'm waking from my real dream where my parents are lovely and my problems are
other people's, except that neither Ingrid, Stephanie, David nor Rob exist.

My real mother looks on impotently. The dolls lie scattered on the floor. Nothing has changed except that my
sanctuary has been taken from me.

Somewhere in my head I hear Mr Reason's voice resonating, "Just run."

Ends

Darkening Air
By DJ Tyrer

It’s in me. I can feel it in me as I drive down the darkening highway.
It’s in me – and, it wants to get out. Growling, howling, demanding me to let it free.
I can feel the ripple of it beneath my skin. It wants to get out.
I wince. My head hurts. My sinuses feel like they’re about to explode.
Need to stop. Need to stop.
Please, just leave me alone.
There’s a motel.
I flick the indicator, turn. Stop in the parking lot.
The wind picks up as I step out of the car.
They’re here. In me. Around me.
Leave me alone! Leave me alone!
But, they won’t.
They continue to demand their freedom, continue to struggle within me.
I stumble towards the motel.
I can’t hold it in any longer.
I thought I could, but I can’t.
Overhead, the sky is darkening.
I can’t.
I’m sorry.

Originally published on the Transmundane Press Blog as a teaser for Dark Air in the anthology In The Air

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Air-Transmundane-Press/dp/194830998X/
https://transmundanepressblog.wordpress.com/2019/05/04/darkening-air-by-dj-tyrer/


Stopped in the Street
By J.J. Steinfeld

A big, knowing, erudite
(not to mention formidable
and imposing)
emissary from a secret place
of dreams, desires, fantasies,
and all those other thoughts
that make the plodding
and endless trudging to nowhere
somewhat endurable 
or at least manageable
hands me a notepad and pen
and orders me to write
neatly and precisely
my ten most cherished memories
not to take too long about it
other plodders and trudgers to survey
we all have our jobs to do
whether early in the morning
or the darkest part of the night.

I quickly jot down three
strain for a fourth
look toward a sky
that appears ghostly
then throw the notepad and pen
in the face of the emissary
punished of course
swifter than I could have imagined
threatened with even worse
but I smile
knowing I now have
a memory that will make my list
next time I get sopped 
in the street
by anyone
big, knowing,
and erudite.

Originally published in The Wild World (Germany).

Washing
By Catherine Lazăr 

Yellow rubber-gloved fingers
blending tears and dishwater.
The tap gushing stronger
than my disappointment.

Stubborn English Breakfast stains
ring within my favorite mug
like a tree showing his age
a record of hopes and fears.

My home is clean and neat.
Nothing swept under any rug.
A pantry of neatly stacked tins.
Nothing past its expiry.

But I didn't notice
a static-clung stowaway
bleeding into the wash;
The black sock catalyst.

Now the sheets, pillowcases,
and shirts for work are
in uniform pallor mortis
a lesson in lost luster.

What could have been 
a laundry day love of
clean, crisp white linen
Warmed smooth by the iron.

No setting on the washing machine
can un-happen the mistake.
So, I'm dressed in half-mourning,
crying over the sink.



All Our Hope Got Us Here
By Lanette Sweeney

My keep-’em-laughing, 
cupid-lipped son died at 26,
overdosed on a Best Western
bathroom floor. He kept a
promise to me by wearing 
his bike helmet to ride there.
Beforehand, he took out the 
trash for his grandma, said 
he was sorry he couldn’t stay. 

Seven weeks later, 
I watched, slack-jawed, 
as Trump’s firstborn son 
held up the bloody stump
of an elephant’s tail, boasted
of the bull market, tweeted
support of tyrants – “I love it!”

Meanwhile, my firstborn son,
who wrote sonnets and taught
4th graders long division and 
self-esteem and fell to his knees 
praying to help people, not hurt
them, is just one more dead junkie 
in a nation awash in dying addicts.

My son’s daughter is fatherless, 
Trump her nation’s father-in-chief.
False encouragement once seemed 
better than none, but now I believe
it more important to bear witness
to this end of days in which 
we are trapped, flies in molasses,
wings beating uselessly as the bile 
we regurgitate softens our last, 
sticky sips at the poisoned trough.

Lanette Sweeney, former college fund-raiser and teacher of English and Women’s Studies, is currently a full-time
writer and MFA student thanks to her wife's support. Her poetry manuscript, What I Should Have Said, recounts
the life and death of her son, who overdosed in 2016 at the age of 26. 



When The Orchids Came
By Bryn Fortey

They came from nowhere
Giant orchids
Well that’s what they looked like
Circling the Earth
With an outer shell
In technicolor and beauty

Humanity rejoiced 
Amazed and enthralled
Ignoring the forecasts
Of doom and gloom
From a few bearded
Soothsayers

Then they came down
Giant orchids landing
All over the world
Welcomed and loved 
With religious intensity
And mass adulation

The entire staff of
Moon Base Alpha
Watched in horror
When the orchids came down
And people died
All over the planet

Earth was lost
To animal life
And human survival
Now rested off world
With those still on the Moon 
“It’s down to us, Roxy.”
Said the Head of Lunar Geology
Hoping he would be up to the task

Hope
By Aeronwy Dafies

An offer
Granting serenity

For a moment or a lifetime
In the face of the storm
Wild winds whipping

Offer hope




