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Editorial
I must apologise for what has become an even later than
usual issue, as lockdown and other problems got in the
way of production – I hope you find our journey through
truth and lies well worth the wait...

Best, DS Davidson

© Tigershark Publishing 2020
All rights reserved.

Authors retain the rights to their individual work.
Editor and Layout: DS Davidson

Next Issue's Theme:
Escape

Where will you escape from – or, to?
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Summertime
 By DJ Tyrer

Summertime: sun shines
Ice cream beside the seaside
A sudden downpour
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What Is Truth
By Milt Machalek

hopelessness,
coupled with
diminished mindfulness,
pulled in
or backing out,
subtlety leaving,
noise all about,
drowning out
any middle way,
waning, cannot trust
the intruding AI,
reality vs. falsity,
too malaised to doubt

or conduct rational discourse,
reduced to incessant taps
on the slab,
fading commonality,
flying accusations, epithets,
hiding in the cloud,
ripe for manoeuvring
to where we may not want to probe
but who can determine,
in this fog,
what is truth,
what are lies 



Urban Squid ‘A Myth’
Reports Neil K. Henderson

Climate change has been blamed for a lot of things, but the ‘urban squid’ phenomenon is not one of them. The rise in

pick-pocket crime, uncorroborated groping claims, mysterious disappearances and alleged ‘sightings’ simply isn’t

enough to warrant citywide squid hunts in regions across the country. Even the most convincing evidence of urban

squid – the ‘tentacle’ patterns in curdled milk – can be explained in credible non-squid terms. And yet reported

sightings still pour in.

We  asked  weather-related  creature  expert  Smogmo  Mardifact  for  his  opinion.  “It’s  just  another  global

warming myth, like those giant lizards that are supposed to break down your door, stomp into your home, eat all the

flies, and stomp out again. Or the ‘Sea Slugs of Venice’ everyone blames for ruining paintings and architecture –

giant wall-chewing slugs that no-one ever sees or photographs! Sure, there’s trails of slime everywhere, but think of

how much hair oil all those spivved-up tour guides use. People just love to have something to be scared of.”

Even so, footage exists of creatures believed to be urban squid. May there not be some evidence – however

slight – on which to base this belief?

“Lumps! That’s all this ‘footage’ shows. Shapeless lumps that could be anything. Show me some tentacles.

Show me ink emission. Show me actual squid. Then I’ll believe.”

But mother-of-three Chipolata Hutchbiddy is adamant. “I’ve seen them with my own eyes! Packs of naked

cephalopods, quivering and dangling all over the place. That woman next door keeps feeding them. They come round

here at sunset and wait for her to chuck sardines! If you don’t believe me, look at the tracks on the back-yard grass.”

The next-door neighbour was unavailable for comment, but housing officers assured us that the ‘tracks’ were

caused by tree roots from a nearby park. “It’s the global warming,” said one. “It makes them grow like buggery.”

(truth and lies)

"1984",
truth and lies in parallel,
we are (t)here, today 

(lies and truth)

lies
need to be shouted,
...truth
only whispered 

By Milt Machalek

Politics
By DS Davidson

Wrangling over options
Whether bad idea one

Or alternative bad choice two
Neither inviting

Either way doomed
No-one has a clue

Have you seen a

View From Atlantis
?

For fantastic genre poetry, visit View From Atlantis and find 16 amazing issues online.
Issue 17 will be open to submissions soon.

https://viewfromatlantis.wordpress.com/


Let The Soul Speak
By Subham Talukdar

Dedicated to Miss Asli Eti

My father, always wanted me to be an Englishman. People who knew him used to say he often praised his fortune
because our Bengali surname ‘Paul' sounded like that of foreigners.

   After I was born, he was on a mission to remove the entire atmosphere of Bengal from near our house, so
no breeze could influence us and make me a Bangali.  But how can a gene undergo mutation in  his  favourable
surrounding? 

Childhood amnesia generally starts after the age of four. But, it started much earlier in me as some organs in
the disabled people perform much better than in any ordinary person.

   He pitched his cycle and paralleled his leg in the path which leads to our garden. His eyes went to the two
posters which were stuck to our premises wall. Keeping his cycle on its stand he stood in front of the two posters. The
poster on his left was a car commercial and an immobile glance was enough to certify it was in Bangla. He did not
take his pupil any further but used his hands to tear it off. He scrambled the paper and threw it next to the high drain
which separates our house with the bushes at the side of the road.

   He was putting his hands forward to dethrone the adjacent poster and constipating like a murder of two-
twin royal brothers. He numbed seeing the other was a step-brother, even if they were beholding the same kingdom.
The other poster was in English, advertisement of a spoken English coaching. He allowed it to reign over his wall and
moved towards his cycle. He was going to pick up its stand when his assimilative attitude, which now has formed his
ideology said him, a few words are still visible from the poster.

   He returned to the bush and stamped it with his shoes until he was satisfied to eradicate all the words. He
entered to our house with his cycle and started questioning Ma about me. She said I was asleep. I was laying on a
blue and orange rubber-cloth and a thin tiny quilt, specially created for me by some old rags, placed over me. We feel
cooler when we sleep. Two small bedside pillows guarded me like pillars. My mother had been in the kitchen and she
feared I would start crawling if I wake up in her absence.

My father sat on a wooden chair with the newspaper and jerked it to open its further folds. He started reading
the articles loudly.

 My mother came running to her and said “Will you not even spare him in sleep?” in Bengali.
“Huss! How many times will I have to remind you to talk in English? I am planting seeds of English in him

when he sleeps, so the tree can grow when he wakes up”
   Not due to voice, but I believed I was sleeping for long that I disturbed from my sleep. I stared at the

ceiling of the tiny mosquito net inside which I was resting. The ceiling had colourful rotating toys opening like a
flower when my mother applied the key, dropping from the top. These colourful plastics were the only things which
gave me anyway. 

My mother noticed me and came to take me out from the mosquito net to her lap. She started cuddling me
and embossed me on her chest as in Bengali phonetics. My father terms it to be fancier and commands to address me
in English. 

   When he returned from the office he gave me English alphabet blocks to play. But I was not interested in
those streaks and preferred lustrous swords or the drummer monkey, which I preferred only for its puny appearance. 
   The husband-wife in my house shared (rather tried to share) their bonds in English. When my father found Ma
watching any Bengali cinema, he found out the remote and switched to any English newsreader or foreign serial.

  My father after channelizing the audio from the television to ears of all of us moved to the porch for the
sake of smoking. He shakes the packet and chooses a cigarette and puts it on his lips. My mother chased him from
behind “Why don’t you understand that English is not for us? It is for the documentaries... We feel an affinity to our
home, our motherland by our mother tongue. I can’t fit myself in English, I can’t feel myself, not even you or my
child. When will this spectre get down from your head…?”

       My father just listens. He flatters the Cigarette packet by beating it on his palm. When he rotates the
packet he finds something written on it in Bengali. He gets disgusted and throws the packet down from the balcony.



Words of my mother were getting unrecognised till my 4th birthday when my relatives found out that I was
not able to speak a sentence or understood others' commands. Much to my father's surprise how foolish he was, he
didn’t notice that I was not able to produce a single the word properly but childish babbling. 

       My parents decided to take me to the doctor. An ENT. We entered his chamber sharp at 7 (he still opens
his chamber at the same time) in the evening by taking an appointment before 10 days. The well-renowned doctor had
an  F.R.C.S  degree  on  his  walls.  His  foreign  degrees,  his  medical  achievements  and  professional  awards  were
glorifying his chamber walls and cupboards in his cabin where he hardly visits a month. The doctor had a well-tuned
foreign accent though he could be resembled to be an Indian. A man becomes more of his country’s when he lives in
foreign. Soon after diagnosing me, the doctor declared me to be born deaf and dumb. My body doesn’t allow me to
listen to the world and hence produce something of my own.

 My mother bursts with tears. My father was thinking more of his hardworking which eventually you wasted.
I was unable to understand the reason of the remorse I saw in the eyes of my parents that day. Fortunately, making no
expressions was legal for me that day. 

My father’s eyes went to a small bust of Rabindranath Tagore kept on the table of the medical practitioner.
He was astounded to see a UK specialised doctor keeping a symbol of his soil on his desk.

   The Doctor seemed peaceful while he spoke. He said “Better that no one can spoil his ownness. Let him
not get influenced by the outside world and get adulterated. Let the soul speak.”

The bust of Tagore kept on glowing from the table.

Ends

Love  is  Love is  the  new  romance  anthology  from  Breaking  Rules
Publishing. You may recognise a couple of familiar names amongst the
24 contributors:

A Love So Madly – Marlon Martinez
Farewell – Christopher Dabrowski
Simon – Richard Natale
The Emperor And The Regent – Daniel Fisher
The Last Matador – Steve Carr
The Dating Portal – Christopher Dabrowski
Where I Heard My Favorite Joke – Michelle Lisan
Dragon Dances – Alicia Graybill
At A Changing Of The Gods – Gene J. Parola
The Stone – Christopher Dabrowski
A Surfeit Of Love – Timothy Naslund
The Culprit Was Winter – Timothy Naslund
The House Sitter – Keltie Zubko
The Promise Of A Kiss – Robin Pond
Lost And Found In Space And Time – David M. Hoenig
Black Feline Love – A.L. Paradiso
Intersection – Silvana McGuire
Observable Universe – Marlon Martinez
The Gate – Christopher Clawson Rule
Captive Maiden – Francis Currier
Take That Chance – Trisha McKee
Love Is Love – A Romance – Agnes Chawadi
Pardon Me – P.A. O’Neil
A Play – Timothy Naslund
Glimpses Of The Future – Achit Joshi
The Lost Shoes Of Paris – Simon Clarke
A Quiet Love – M. A. Thea
Desert Roads – D. J. Tyrer

In Transit 
By Gerard Sarnat

Question: how to live 
most skilfully; my answer:
gift of letting go.

Sensitivity
By Robert Beveridge

her heart
was cilantro

he thought she
tasted of soap

https://djtyrer.blogspot.com/
https://www.amazon.com/author/trishamckee/
http://www.franciscurrier.com/
https://www.breakingrulespublishing.com/store/p181/Love_Is_Love_Anthology_-_Feb_2020_Issue.html
https://www.breakingrulespublishing.com/store/p181/Love_Is_Love_Anthology_-_Feb_2020_Issue.html


Broken
By DJ Tyrer

“Who are you?” he asked as I entered the room.
It was always the same. As much as I loved him, I hated visiting him. No old people’s home is inviting,

but his broken, vanishing memory was worse than the impersonality of the place. I loved him, but every visit broke
my heart.

“I’m your granddaughter, Sarah.”
He looked up at me from his chair with rheumy eyes and said, “I don’t have a granddaughter. I have a

grandson.” He screwed his eyes up, trying to remember. “John. His name is John. Where is he?”
I bit my lip, steeling myself to tell him what I told him every time I visited. “He... is dead.” What else

could I say? It had been hard enough to explain when he could follow my words. Now...
“Dead?” He looked at me uncomprehendingly.
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “Dead. He died a long time ago.”
I could see his heartbreaking all over again as he processed my words.
“Who are you?” he asked, eventually.
I chewed on my lip. Every time I visited him, it was a conflict between persisting with explanation and an

easy life. These days, I find myself opting for convenience more and more.
“My name is Sarah and I’ve come to visit you.”
“Oh.” He gave me a vague smile. “That’s nice: nobody visits me.”
I sighed. He never remembered, yet I went there twice a week, minimum. He breaks my heart every time,

just as I break his.
I sat with him for a while, telling him all my news, as bland as so much of it was. Every little story I told

of  life’s  inconveniences  and  oddities  seemed  to  enthral  him,  although  I  wondered  just  how  much  he  took  in.
Sometimes, I thought it was just the sound of my voice that captivated him so; I could probably be speaking a foreign
language and he would hang on my every word with a smile on his face. How I wished I could have the grandfather
back that I once knew! Not that I was the grandchild he vaguely recalled.

“I have to go now,” I told him when I finally found I couldn’t keep talking or stand the home any longer. I
bent and kissed his cheek. “Bye, granddad.”

“Who are you?” he asked and I felt tears prick my eyes.
“Sarah. Sorry, I have to go now. Bye.”
“Goodbye.” He closed his eyes and began to snore.
With a sigh, I turned and walked away.
As I left his room, a voice from the doorway opposite said, “Hello.”
I looked up and saw one of the other residents of the home. I could never remember the man’s name, but

had seen him around. He was one of the more mobile and articulate.
“It’s good to see him getting a visitor,” he said, he said nodding into my grandfather’s room. “Poor guy’s

always going on about his grandson and how proud of him he is, but he never comes. I guess he’s too busy. Ah, he
talks about you, too, of course,” he added. I knew it was a lie; his embarrassed look was unnecessary to tell me that.

My grandfather would never remember me, not as I was now. He would always remember John, the
grandson I could never be. And, every time I visited him I would break his heart and he would break mine as we
replayed the same moment over and over, tormenting one another until age finally tired of toying with us and claimed
his body as well as his mind. But, until then, life went on, such as it was.

Ends

Extracted from Fragmented (Marked by Scorn, Solarwyrm Press)

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Marked-Scorn-Anthology-Non-Traditional-Relationships-ebook/dp/B01G2SIUDM/


The Truth About Ruth
By Mark Hudson

Ruth has a master’s degree in social work,
but she got laid off during the recession.
Too educated to get a job as a clerk,
this social worker felt some depression.

She had an apartment, couldn’t pay rent,
and couldn’t find work anywhere at all.
Another person failed by our government,
people’s advice would make her skin crawl.

Her landlord gave her plenty of chances,
finally, he had no choice but to evict.
Her unemployment changed circumstances,
and this is the thing I attempt to depict.

She moved in with her sister farther away,
and she might’ve been homeless otherwise.
She found more work, but does it pay?
Is there any honest way to advertise?

The Sixth Extinction
By I.B. Rad

When the titans of their age,
Titanosaurs and Tyrannosaurs, 
went thundering by,
who'd have guessed
such marvels of their age
and all that lofty line,
would soon come tumbling down,
except for avian dinosaurs, 
now diminutive pigeons and their kind;
accordingly, paleontology's archives 
counsel haughty humankind
(so trusting some God or karma 
might save us from our folly)
"Look on my Works, ye Mighty,
and despair!"
(For 'Gods help those who help themselves.')



Review By DJ Tyrer

There Will Be One
The Windshine Chronicles

Book 2
By Todd Sullivan

 

ISBN 9780999852293, 135pp, pb, Mocha Memoir Press
Available from Amazon in paperback and on the Kindle

Woo Jin had been trained to kill opponents in honorable combat, so the government official's assignment made his
stomach clench.

Assassination.
So begins the excellent sequel to Hollow Men (reviewed last issue). Indeed, I could probably end the review

right there - if you enjoyed the first book, you'll want to read this, and if you haven't read it yet, whilst you don't need
to in order to follow the plot of  There Will Be One, I'd recommend starting at the beginning regardless. But, for
those who would like to know a little more before buying a copy, here we go...

Although one mustn't judge a book by its cover, There Will Be One has an advantage over the first volume
of The Windshine Chronicles, in that its cover hints that this is no run-of-the-mill, quasi-European fantasy, but one
set in a fantastic version of Korea. The characters of Windshine the Dark Elf and elven-sword-wielding hero Ha Jun
return, but the focus is upon the youthful archer Woo Jin, facing the dilemma of whether to follow his orders and
carry out an act of murderous betrayal.

Woo Jin joins a special quest, observed by the Dark Elf, to rescue the women and children of a village on the
border between North and South Hanguk before the soldiers of the God-Child, ruler of North Hanguk, can seize them
as breeding stock for a new generation of warriors.

It's an interesting and unusual quest and one complicated from the outset by the honourable youth's dilemma
of whether or not to follow orders and assassinate the Dark Elf, removing her taint of foreignness from the land. The
question of if and when he will make the attempt - and whether he can pull it off - adds an additional layer of tension
to the story and things are further complicated when the villagers they are supposed to be rescuing turn out to have
converted to  a strange, foreign faith - one that has kept them safe from the God-Child's forces, but which threatens to
strip away the heroes'  magical ace in the hole, necessary to rescue them...  as well as threatening further foreign
contamination, forcing Woo Jin and his companions to decide just how far they will go to protect the purity of their
homeland.

I  found the unusual quest and the dilemmas and jealousies facing Woo Jin made for a good story that
avoided cleaving too closely to the plot of the first book. Windshine's magic towards the end also had a somewhat
different feel to a lot of fantasy.

I did find a reference to speaking Korean, at one point, odd (Hanguk is a real Korean term for Korea and the
placenames are real places, but actually putting 'Korean' seems too real-world, pulling me out of the fantasy ever so
slightly.  It  would be like saying Tolkien's  Hobbits,  in book,  were speaking English rather  than Common.)  This
combined with the way North and South Hanguk parallel the present division of Korea and the fact that the foreign
religion is a form of Christianity did make me wonder for a while if there was going to be a twist that this was a
futuristic  fantasy,  but  nothing  came  of  this  (and,  Christianity  is  well-entrenched  in  South  Korea,  making  the
introduction from the West here unlikely in such a scenario). Instead, it seems the setting is a much-closer, magical
alternative reality than I first imagined - although how the Dark Elves fit into this remains to be seen!

Those niggling thoughts are about as close to a flaw as I can find with the tale, quite minor and a sign that I
was engaged with the story and setting and wanted to  learn more.  I  hope that  more will  be revealed in  future
instalments in The Windshine Chronicles!

There Will Be One manages that rare feat of being a good sequel and a good standalone story at the same
time. Another solid fantasy story for those seeking something a little bit different. Recommended.

Originally published on the Atlantean Publishing blog.

https://atlanteanpublishing.wordpress.com/
https://www.amazon.com/There-Will-One-Windshine-Chronicles/dp/0999852299/


The Coward
By Stephen Howard

It happened yesterday. I was a non-entity, I think. Not someone to catch the eye for being exceptional, nor for being
egregious. And today I see my face in the news under unflattering words. Comparisons to a variety of animals being a
favourite for the tabloids. To be honest, the bulk of the coverage has been vitriolic. I’ve had to turn my phone off.
Frankly, it’s getting a little dull.

I should take you back to yesterday. That seems the best way to explain.

Clear blue skies gazed down upon the town centre. Mothers strolled about pushing prams, elderly couples pottered
around window-shopping, a few young people were riding bicycles (it’s still the school holidays, after all), the usual
stuff. The bank, situated on the corner,  has heavy gothic doors with iron hinges that could just as easily be the
threshold of a church. Money is sacred in our society, it seems. I stroll through the heavy doors. I’ve got a cheque to
deposit and I can’t keep delaying the fact, the money would be welcome.

It’s a spacious and grand room because it’s a major branch of the bank. A little gloomy and cold, though,
because it’s an old building. There must be about six bank tellers. They used to be sat behind high fibreglass screens.
An elaborate protection against hold-ups. However, recently, to encourage personal connection with the bank teller,
they had removed these and reverted to a standard open counter. I scanned along and, yes, there are six bank tellers in
total. Despite this, there’s a long queue. A lady dressed smartly in her navy uniform, having perused the queue, began
attempting to coerce an elderly man into using one of the self-service points to the far left. Lots of smiling from her,
bright white teeth, and polite uncertainty from the old man. The old man is wearing a navy flat cap and a matching
jacket. His back has a slight curve. Finally, with a shrug of the shoulders, he gives in and follows her. 

I follow them over to the self-service points. It’s bizarre that these machines should go unused and people
favour queueing. Absurd, even. As I cross the cold stone floor, a man opens and walks through a door by the counter.
Holding a briefcase, his attire is largely protective gear, including a helmet with a fibreglass visor. The briefcase is
cuffed to his wrist. He turns and locks the door behind him. I suppose it’s hot in that get-up. I turn to the machine
before me. 

The room is quiet, save for the hushed conversations conducted between bank teller and customer. Quite
odd, in my opinion, that everyone should feel the need to so furtively deposit or withdraw money, as if money isn’t a
part of everyday life. You’d think they were discussing arms deals. Anyway, it’s among this quiet atmosphere that I,
and everyone in the room, hear a car screech to a halt outside. I place my cheque into the machine, straight into the
slot the visual prompts indicate. The old man next to me and the female member of staff have turned toward the door.
I turn to notice everyone else has too. Seconds later, three men funnel through, moving quickly. They’re wearing
Halloween masks. Those V for Vendetta Guy Fawkes masks. People in the queue scream. The men in masks stalk
forward and I  see they are carrying shotguns.  The metal  looks oddly dull  in  this  light.  Not  how I would have
imagined a gun to look. Lacking threat, as if they were toys.  

One of the men steps towards the queue of people and shouts out orders, which they obey immediately. The
whole queue stands back against the long counter, behind which sit the bank tellers. The man in the mask tells them
he will start shooting if they hear an alarm.

The second of the three men accosts the man in protective gear holding the briefcase. I assume the case
contains money. The third man steps towards myself, the old man, and the female staff member. He instructs us not to
move but he is holding his shotgun loosely, angled towards the floor, which negates its threat. After the strangely
hushed conversations of a minute ago, the raised voices and shouting is irritating. It occurs to me that this type of
robbery is pretty unheard of these days. Banks are supposed to have all sorts of protections, like a dye pack that
explodes over the money when opened incorrectly, rendering it un-spendable, and GPS tracking.  

I turn to the female member of staff and ask her if this is the case. She squeaks and looks at me stiffly, eyes
wide, holding her breath. 

At this moment, sirens can be heard from afar. 
A voice to my left is shouting again. I turn to see the third masked man, whose attention had been on the

heavy wooden doors at the entrance, is holding his shotgun higher now, pointing it towards me. He takes a step
forward and I dive to my right. I fall behind the old man as a tremendous bang fills the room. There’s a thud and I feel



a heavy weight land upon me. There’s warmth too. A hot liquid. A second deafening noise reverberates, and my ears
are buzzing now, an acute ache sears my brain. All other noise is dull, like I have pillows over both ears. This quickly
fades.

Screams fill  the room. Bouncing off the windows. I can’t  see what’s going on for a minute,  remaining
prostrate with my head down. There’s still something heavy lay on top of me. I turn my head enough to see it’s a
human being. The old man. But there’s something deformed about his clothing and torso. His navy flat cap is lay on
the floor several feet away. Craning my neck a little further, I see the man in protective gear is also lying on the floor
nearby, dark red liquid pooling about him. His arm is deformed and shredded. There’s no sign of the three masked
men. The room is still full of people. Some are silently staring at the scene I appear to be part of, some are screaming,
some are crying. Sirens can be heard. They’re closer now.

Yellow-and-black crime scene tape surrounded the bank. Suffocated the bank, even. The two police officers stood
before me were tall and looked down upon me. One took notes, the other asked questions. We were stood out in the
street. Cars would slow down as they passed, no doubt trying to glean some concrete information from the scene. The
two officers wore fluorescent high-visibility coats, although it was a bright summer evening. Initially, they took my
personal details. Then I had to describe what I had witnessed to them, which I did as best I could. Eventually though,
I had to admit I had been face-down, and the elderly man had been lay on top of me.

Could you explain that part again, sir? 
They asked me to repeat things and clarify them several times. I regurgitated my words over and over until it

grew irritating and boring, which I told them. 
Sir, this is a very serious incident and two people have died. One of whom, it appears, died while shielding

you. Inadvertently or otherwise. Can you explain why you dived to the floor in the manner you have described?
Here, I looked at the officer and then to his colleague. At best, I would say they were unhappy. At worst, they

were angry with me, perhaps even viewed me with contempt. Any attempt to hide these emotions was thinly veiled. I
explained my position further. 

The man was old and I am much younger. I have more years to live and more left to offer the world. In that
moment, faced with the shotgun, it seemed the obvious thing to do. 

The officers stared at me in silence following my statement. I looked at my watch to see time had really run
away and I asked if it was okay for me to go home. They allowed me to leave once I’d agreed to attend the station to
reproduce my statement for video, and I set off walking. I walked past an ambulance, the paramedics in their green
overalls were speaking with several people who had been in the bank. One was taking someone’s blood pressure in
the back of the ambulance. I assume some people were in shock following the afternoon’s events. As I walked past,
each of them stared at me. I carried on walking, along the road, parallel to the railway tracks, and I didn’t stop
walking until I reached my home.

Now I’d like to talk about Marie. 
I first met Marie several years ago, working in a supermarket while I completed my university studies. She

was doing the same thing. At the time, I had thought she was nice and we spoke on occasion, went to the pub in the
same extended group of people, but that was the sum total of our relationship. Eventually, you graduate, and you look
for a new job. As happened with a lot of the friends I had at that time, we slowly lost touch, or stopped hanging
around with each other. It was a natural progression. To begin with, I felt sad about it. Soon, though, I realised this
was all a part of growing up and it happens to everyone. Like I said, a natural progression.

Fast-forward several  years,  up to a  few weeks ago,  and, of  all  the places,  I  bumped into Marie  at  the
swimming pool. I was struck immediately by how lovely she had become. Her smooth olive skin, bathed in droplets
of water as she rose from the pool, was mesmerising to me. She seemed happy to see me too. We began talking and
agreed to meet for a coffee and to reminisce about the old times. This seemed entirely natural to me, and I was
curious to see her again given the startling effect she’d had on me.

I had a little crush on you, truth be told.
Time had run away with us, and so we’d headed to a local bar following coffee. It was here Marie admitted

this to me. We had already had a few glasses of wine by this point. I responded that I hadn’t reciprocated at the time,
but I confessed  to an altogether  different sensation  now.  How lovely  she had looked  the moment I set  eyes on her.



And now, sat across from me at the table, I remained as intoxicated with her as I had in that moment. She smiled
across at me and, from there on, I had a suspicion we would end up in bed together that night. 

And so we did. The sex was good, it was clear we were compatible in more ways than one. And since that
day, just a few weeks ago, we had seen each other regularly. In a short space of time I learned a lot about Marie. Since
our time working in the supermarket she had worked away in South Korea teaching English, which she had done for
two years. She’d dated a few guys while she was there, and one girl, interestingly, but, ultimately, these relationships
had all fizzled out. 

In  my head,  I’d  never  expected  any of  them to  last.  I’d  always known our  paths  going forward  were
uncertain, but that I would likely return home at some point.

She’d said this to me as we lay naked in bed. I’d told her I thought that made sense. In a way, if she’d always
known she would return home, it seemed absurd to spend so long away from home when the shape of her life lay
elsewhere. She smiled at me and cocked her head, then shook it gently and laughed.

You have a funny outlook on life, you know?
When she’d said this to me I hadn’t really given it any thought. Everyone thought other people were a little

odd because it’s impossible for two people to think alike. I told her this. Then I added that Sartre said other people
were hell. She laughed again.

You should stop reading so much. 
I would have offered some rebuttal to this but she climbed on top of me and I was quickly distracted.

This brings me back up to the present moment. I finally turned my phone back on. It quickly began buzzing and
several messages and missed calls flashed on the screen. The bulk of them were from Marie. She must have read
about what happened too. Of course, nowadays, once the articles had been syndicated online, they quickly spread
across social media. I’d had to change several of my privacy settings across my accounts. Hundreds of messages had
flooded in and the incessant vibrations from my phone had become boring. 

I spoke with Marie and she said she would come round and see me. I was free and had no plans, so I told her
to come by whenever. 

I opened the door to her and she fell into my arms.
I’ve been so worried. An armed robbery? But the news. I don’t understand?
I was overwhelmed by her questions and so retreated to the living room, where she followed and began

kissing me. Before I knew it, and before we could converse about the robbery, we were undressing and having sex in
the living room. We moved things from one place to the next until we ended up in the bedroom. It was the most
intense sex we had had, and possibly the most intense sex I’d ever had. I couldn’t explain how it had happened like
this, but it was like some kind of explosion in Marie. 

Time passed, and we lay there naked in bed. 
All the horrible things they’ve written, they aren’t true. Of course, they aren’t true.
Marie was snuggled into my chest, her frizzy dark hair falling across the side of her face. I asked her which

parts she was referring to as untrue.
They say you threw an old man in front of you and let him get shot instead of you. Some of the articles say

you jumped behind him. They’re a bit of a mess really. 
Marie was still nestled against my chest. I told her I had jumped behind the elderly man to protect myself. At

this, she sat up and stared at me. I could tell she wasn’t going to speak, so I continued. Obviously, he is a lot older
than me. Much closer to death. By nature, he isn’t as able as I am to contribute to society. He has a lot less life left in
him than I do. At least, at the time this could be inferred. Now, of course, it could be confirmed. So, the natural course
of action at the time was to save myself at the expense of the old man. And by the nature of his death – that he died to
save me – did this not invest his death with great meaning? 

The natural course of action? Contribute to society? Invest his death?
Marie continued to stare at me and repeat what I had just said. I asked her if she was happy I was still alive.
I was. I was so relieved to see you. I honestly thought I loved you. But… what you did. It was cowardly. I’m

ashamed of you. I can’t believe it’s true. 
You’re being illogical. Sentimental, even. I acted in a way that would result in the happiest result for you,

didn’t I?



When I said this, though, she hastily removed herself from the bed and began to dress. Her face appeared
pallid and tears welled in her eyes. I was confused and told her so.

Work it out yourself.
She was shouting. I didn’t know why she was angry with me. I had remained alive and, because of my

actions, I was able to come back to her now and continue living our lives. The shape of our lives could have been so
different. And she thought she loved me, which should solidify the case for my actions, my survival. I tried to say this
to Marie, but she wasn’t listening and, once she had dressed, she walked out. The door slammed shut behind her.

Marie hasn’t tried to contact me since she walked out. I am unsure whether to try and contact her. 
I am still receiving phone calls and messages from people online. Some of them are journalists. They say I

should provide ‘my side of the story’. Which seems absurd. I’ve read through everything written about me now. The
three men have since been caught by the police, yet this news was underwhelming to audiences. As far as I can tell, I
am considered a greater criminal than the masked man who fired the fatal shots. Marie once told me I had a funny
outlook on life but, to me, it is everyone else whose outlook is askew.

Ends

Lies
By Milt Machalek

the lies,
come pouring out,
every hour,
from the top,
so blatantly not facts,
yet,
as Goebbels proclaimed,
“Repeat a lie often enough
and it becomes the truth.”

No Matter Swan or Swine
By Gerard Sarnat

When that clutter clears, 
what is important to you,
what do you have faith in?

After winning the lottery
or becoming paraplegic,
within about six months 

most of us end up returned
to those levels of happiness
existing in our lives before. 



You Will Always Pay Your Debts
By Graeme Smith

I was blinded, but only for a moment as my eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior of the bar. I found the place busy and
much warmer than expected. I suppose the giant hearth to the left of the room combined with the low ceilings could
account for the warmth.  Alcoves ran along either side making the small room seem bigger than it was. The tables were
strewn with candles, but still the room remained murky.  The bar itself was ancient; well worn black leather stools
saddled up beside it. The wood had been kept in good condition but the seats had seen better days. This being said, the
dark hides many things that the light reveals. 

I hung my overcoat and hat on the coat stand and made for the bar. A whisky and a pint of amber ale would take
the chill from my bones.

“That’ll be a shilling.” The barman holds out his hand almost in time to catch my jaw.
“A bleeding shilling, my good man, is daylight robbery. You’ll have ten pence and nothing more”.
The barman stood back and flexed his forearms across his barrel-like chest.  I  may have made a grievous

mistake in bartering with this brute. Before anything could come of the situation, a tall gentleman from an alcove to the
left of us slipped two shillings into the path of the barman.

“I’ll take the same as my good friend here barman!” His words hung in the air between us. The grunt of
acceptance from the barman was a welcome reprieve. The tall gentleman took me by the arm and led me to his table in
the shadows. He sat my pint and measure of whisky on the table and proceeded to collect his own to join me. 

The slender fellow pulled a match from an inside pocket. The space between us illuminated with the warm
glow of candlelight. My new acquaintance produced a pipe from his jacket pocket and filled the chamber with sweet-
smelling tobacco. I  could now see my rescuer more clearly.  His  waistcoat  was tweed and adorned in some subtle
Scottish tartan, his jacket was lined with the best ruby-red silk, and his shirt cuffed at his wrist with monogram cufflinks.
A large black ‘N’ was emblazoned on the golden surface; he is no poor pauper. The gentleman lit his pipe and took a
couple of draws to light the tobacco. He filled the air with great plumes of smoke.

“Thank you for the drinks and your company, sir. The barman is a brute and works in daylight robbery.”
He smiled and for the first time since entering the bar, he looked me in the eye.
“I do apologise…” He paused and awaited my response.
“Malcolm, Malcolm Jennings”.
He nodded as if dipping an imaginary cap, “Good to meet you, Malcolm Jennings. My name is Nicholas but

you can call me Nick and I am the proprietor of this establishment”. I spat out the mouthful of ale I was savouring.
“I’m truly sorry, sir… Nicholas”. He waved his hand as if to dismiss my apology.
“It is nothing Malcolm and, please, call me Nick”. He smiled at me, a bewitching smile; one that both disarmed

and caused chills to run down my spine in the same breath. I safely took another sip of my pint and offered him a toast
of glasses for his generosity.  Thankfully he accepted and continued smoking his pipe in silence.  No words passed
between us for several minutes. 

I tried my best not to study him but curiosity got the better of me. His pocket watch was gold, since brass could
not produce such a lustrous glow. His goatee and moustache were well-groomed along with his slicked-back hairstyle;
obviously Murrays pomade. The man oozed class and clearly had money to burn. As I gazed at my new acquaintance he
smirked.

“I see you like my watch?”
I tried my best to not let my mouth hang open.
“You noticed? You will think me full of apologies, Nicholas. I meant no harm, only to admire in a time of such

austerity that you flaunt goods as… illustrious as yours in a place, beg my pardon, but a place such as this.”
Nick’s bellowing laughter filled the room. He raised from his seat and spun on his heels addressing the other

barflies.
“No, Malcolm, none of these miscreants dare steal from me. For where would they go from here? There is no

place lower than here.”  No one uttered  a sound.  They averted  their  eyes  from Nick and went  back to their  quiet
conversations.

Nick called to the Barman. “Daemon, another round for me and my friend.”
I could not refuse.
“You, sir, are a saint and a generous fellow.”



Daemon placed the drinks before us and nodded subtly to his boss. “That is twice you have given me a drink,
Nick. The next will be on me.”

Nick relit his pipe.
“Don’t be so hasty my friend. I believe there are other ways to repay a debt.” 
Nick pulled himself closer and gazed into my eyes. His eyes held no colour, yet fire seemed to burn behind his

coal-black pupils.
“I merely ask you, Malcolm, to answer me with three truths and your debt will be paid in full.”
I chuckled at his lewd form of bartering but nonetheless accepted, for his ale was sweeter than any I had supped

before.
“Name them, Nick, and thou shall receive my honest answers”.
I gulped deeply from the glass. My confidence must have shown because I found myself shouting the barman,
“Daemon, sorry for earlier but could I trouble you for another?”
Again the barman looked to his boss and with a smile and a nod between the two another pint was brought to

the table.
“Now, Malcolm, if you lie to me then I will be forced to have you repay your debt to me in full today. Are we

agreed on the terms?”
I procured the contents of my waistcoat pocket and counted each coin onto the table. I had two shillings and

eleven pence, two racing slips and a penny chew; more than enough to see out the week.
“Agreed! Now ask away.”
Nick grinned but there was something disturbing about the way his lips curved past his teeth; they glowed

white and bright in the darkness.
“So, Malcolm, have you ever committed a crime?”
I stared into Nick's eyes and before I could consider his question I blurted out, “Yes, more than I can count in

one hand and that is only since Monday past.”
He nodded and seemed unphased by my confession.
Before he could speak, I began to list my crimes of the past week.
“I took half my wife’s winnings from her ladies night at the club and spent it on the horses, I stole two apples, a

leek and some potatoes  from the grocers.  Not  only that  but  I  then stole  a whole bowl of meat  trimmings  off  the
backbench of the butchers next door.” I gagged as if my throat was bound. I could not stop the words from pouring out.

“I struck my sister’s son on Monday for peeping at my wife as she changed for work, and then when I dragged
the little scamp home, I struck his mother to knock some sense into her as well.”

The last two burned like bile trying to surface. Nonetheless, Nick just stared at me.
It is then I realised he was holding my hands. I pulled away and took a deep drink from my pint. Nick also

drank deeply from his own glass and stared at me again.
“There is no judgement here friend, and I appreciate your honesty. Now, question two. Where did you serve

during the Great War?”
This time I felt like snakes were writhing beneath my skin, coiling and uncoiling around my organs.
“I… I… I didn’t serve in the war. I told my wife I had been drafted and moved to Brighton and worked as a

fisherman the entire time. I still show her photos of some woman’s husband from Brighton who died in the Somme.”
The sweat ran down my face and the burning bile was blistering my throat, and yet I continued.
“As the war came to an end I broke into this woman’s house and took her husband's uniform and medals. The

pants were huge on me but the shirt and jacket fitted fine. A Chinese seamstress on my way home fixed the trousers and
as the men came back by the boatload I joined their ranks and made my way home.”

I gasped for air and downed the remainder of my pint, but the bitter taste lingered on my tongue. Nick was
holding my hands again, and this time when I pulled away he stirred instantly.

“Again, Malcolm, another slate wiped clean. Three years of lies and all that stealing just to escape the draft. I
do not judge your commitment, frankly, I commend it!”. 

Another pint appeared at my side of the table but I did not wish to taste it.
Nick drained both the whisky glass and the pint in one and met my gaze.
“Now for the final truth, do you Malcolm Jennings have any children?”
This one was easy. “No Sir, none at all”.
I let go of his hands and guzzled the fresh cool ale. This was a welcome reprieve from this unusual line of

questioning.



Nick tutted loudly and lit his pipe for a third time.
“I’m sorry Malcolm, but you have lied. You have children and therefore your debt is due.”
I stood up, furious to be cheated out of my costly drinks.
“You, sir, are a charlatan! I swear I know of no children sired by me and I speak the truth!”
The barman appeared at his boss’s side and flexed his tree trunk forearms. Yet, with a flick of his wrist, Nick

dismissed him and looked at me intently.
“Please seat yourself and I will explain.”
I firmly planted myself in my seat and took a drink. Nick took two long drags of his pipe.
“Now that you have calmed yourself, may I explain?”
He accepted my silence as a yes and began anyway.
“You see Malcolm, everything is not as it seems. I have duped you. I hold my hands up to that. However, what

you haven’t realised is that you are never leaving here anyway, no matter what the final question was it was always
going to be a lie”.

He took a drink from his fresh pint and continued.
“You see, you sired a child the night before you left for war, or should we say, Brighton. Either way, your wife

felt she could not look after a child on her own at home. Therefore, she removed the problem with a bottle of whisky and
a flight of stairs.”

My jaw clenched and Nick's eyes watched every muscle in my body tense.
“So, Malcolm, that is number one. The other two are in Brighton with Sally Broadman, that delightful girl you

visited once or twice a week with the day's catch.”
There was witchcraft at work here, because no one knew I was making personal visits to Sally, not even her

husband.
“You have a four-year-old son and two-year-old daughter by her but not even she knows it. Her husband never

expected any foul play from his only employee.”
I had lost my appetite for this robbing bar owner and his parlour tricks.
“There is your money Sir, and may you enjoy every misery brought upon you.”
I threw the two shillings on the table and walked towards the coat stand and then the door. As I gripped the

handle, the cool touch of Nick's hand brushed mine.
“Allow me, sir.”, Nick opened the door and handed me my two shillings.
“Can’t have you not paying the ferryman.” With that, Nick pushed me through the open door and I landed hard

on my back. 
The world was dark and the ground swayed beneath my feet. As I rose, I presumed it was the amount of ale and

whisky I’d consumed. As I turned, a long boney hand reached for me. It took the shillings and dropped them into a
concealed pocket. I peered up into the eyes of the thief, and a cold shiver ran through my very soul. The large skeletal
figure adorned his hood, grabbed a large oar, and commenced his long journey through the black waters towards eternal
damnation…

Ends



Against Adversity
By Alex Andy Phuong

Being able to cope with adversity is a mark of maturity.  Facing challenges instead of complaining about
them allows people to advance personally, and develop into more fully-realized individuals.  In contrast to
supposedly mature adults, I still  struggle with utilizing coping skills when I am stressed.  My ability to
overcome adversity might not be the best, but I still learn to accept this character flaw.  The one trait that I
possess to help myself overcome adversity is to simply accept the consequences of my actions.

A lot of my problems involve both my own personal behavioral issues, and the mistakes that I
had made in  the past.   For example,  I  would sometimes engage in reckless behavior  about  a minor
mistake that had happened years ago.  My negative thought patterns would consist of catastrophizing
minor issues, such as missing a bus, and then placing a mental burden upon myself with unpleasant
memories about issues that had occurred long ago.  The feelings of anger and resentment would then
sometimes result in me engaging in reckless behavior.  I must confess that I struggle with controlling my
emotions, but I am getting better at managing stress in healthy ways instead of becoming violent.  My
behavioral therapists have been proud of me for the simple fact that my use of coping skills have improved
over time, all of which resulted in me being happy, productive, and most importantly, not destructive.  

I must also admit that I still have trouble learning how to let go of the past.  However, it is through
the acceptance of this flaw that I have that helps me understand who I am as a person.  I often times allow
negative thoughts and feelings of resentment challenge my ability to live in the moment.  I still have trouble
with managing my emotions, but I also remind myself that these negative feelings are all within my head.
A strategy I like to employ in order to deal with such intrusive thoughts is to distract my mind with pleasant
things, like teddy bears and big books.  I find it humorous that my happy place is an English class while
other people might regard Disneyland as the happiest place on Earth.  It is through my quirky personality
that I help define myself as a person instead of modeling myself after paragons that are ultimately too
perfect to emulate.

With my acceptance of the past, I plan to contribute to society by simply being myself.  I
already know that I am not the greatest writer in the world, and I am fully aware that I might never be as
brilliant as people like Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking.  Nevertheless, I had to learn over time that I
am not a perfect human being.  Interestingly, my flaws actually make me perfect because I make mistakes
just like everyone else.  Ultimately, I can only contribute to society by simply being myself instead of trying
to become someone who does not accurately describe who I truly am.

Some students might be passive towards their education, in which they simply attend class,
go home, and meander throughout the day without any sense of purpose.  Lacking the initiative to tackle
new challenges can ultimately inhibit an individual from reaching his or her full potential.  Therefore, it is
vital to participate in service learning activities because it would enable people to contribute to the overall
well-being  of  others.   Simultaneously,  the  volunteers  who do such activities  can also  experience the
ultimate satisfaction of being virtuous.

One of the wisest words of Martin Luther King is the idea that people would recognize others
based on their actions rather than the color of their skin.  Volunteering can help establish a sense of
morality  and  generosity  in  a  community  that  would  otherwise  become  tarnished  through  hatred  and
prejudice.  Service learning can also help people experience gratitude, and to also recognize the beauty
within their own lives, as they expose themselves to the bleakness in the lives of others.  Furthermore,
service learning is an important type of learning that can teach people the importance of time, and that life
itself is precious.  Some people are aware that there is only so much that can be done, but taking the time
to help the less fortunate can still provide intangible gratification.

Ends



Black and White
By I.B. Rad

For Mari Lyn –
who knew what hard living and lack of privilege is all about.

Well no, fellow freethinkers,
as I viewed twenty or more 
middle class Caucasians
begging forgiveness on TV
for their "white privilege,"
I didn't decide, "how fitting,"
since I knew 
though pre-Civil War whites owned slaves,
so did contemporaneous Africans,
some of whom 
helped slavers fill their quotas.
Then I started pondering
do most offspring of hard up Appalachian 
and inner city whites 
currently lead more "privileged" lives 
than middle class black youths?
Moreover, even though after slavery
into the nineteen seventies
apartheid and rampant racism stained America,
and prejudice and inequality still impair today,
is it fair to contemptuously declare 
white people
are just "birds of a feather"?
Frankly, isn't that a biased "tarring and feathering"
based on epidermal pigment,
coloring diverse, multi-faceted persons
"black and white,"
or, dare I claim it, "racism?"

No Vote Today
By DJ Tyrer

I’m sorry, sir,
Said the official at the polling booth
But, we changed the law
And, now, you need ID to vote.
But, said the would-be voter,
I’m homeless and too poor
To buy a passport or ID card.
The official snorted and said,
Sorry, but that is the law.
But, it isn’t fair! sobbed the man
Who wished to cast his vote.
The company that employed me
Went bust and I lost my job;
Then, the building where my apartment was
Was gutted by fire –
I lost all my possessions and my home
And, have no money to start over.
Now, I live in a box in an alley
And, am hungry and cold all the time.
Tell me, he said, how am I supposed to buy an ID?
The official just shrugged and said,
All I can suggest, sir,
Is that you rethink your life choices.
And, with that, sent him away.

Café Arielle, 7:20 am
By Robert Beveridge

As usual
there's a bar
across the street
from the train station

It has its regulars
like every bar
and the bartender knows
the other ones
will guzzle as much
as they can
before their train rolls in
in five minutes
or two hours

pinstripe comes in
to while away time

bourbon, neat
beer chaser

the bartender
fills the beer glass
puts the bourbon bottle
and a shot glass
on the bar
keeps an eye
on the liquid level

the train whistle blows
bartender doesn't even
look up

   ten-fifty
suit tosses bills
on the bar

keep it

fifteen bucks
the bartender thinks
just another day
in paradise



Traffic Calming
An Anti-Mystery

By Neil K. Henderson

"Plabcaster, eh?" The official looked up from the ID papers on his desk, noting the 'cow's lick' hairstyle and sticky-out
ears exactly matching the photo. "Not one of the Thurso Plabcasters, by any chance?"

"No, sir. I'm a Scrabster Plabcaster. Though there's a lot of Murdos in Thurso..."
"Accept no substitutes! THE  Murdo Plabcaster – have brogues, will travel!"
Murdo pretended not to have heard. One whiff of his slight Highland accent and the jokes flew thick

and... er... thicker. "Perhaps if you could outline the problem," he asked the official, squaring his shoulders inside his
new gaberdine in what was meant to be a businesslike manner.

"Of course, I'm forgetting – time is money. Isn't that what they say in the investigation racket?"
"Not at Scrabster Factfinding, we don't. Our aim is simply to get at the truth.  Then we send you our

bill."
"Yes. Quite. Well, here's the problem. You realise the need for complete confidence, I take it. If any of

this leaked out..."
"Oh, absolutely, Mr... And I do realise that's why you called the most northerly corner of mainland

Scotland for an investigator."
"Too  many  people  are  minding  each  other's  business  in  the  Big  City,  Murdo.  It's  best  to  get  a

completely fresh face on the job – for your protection, as much as ours. You're less likely to be linked with this
department if you've just come down from The North."

"You anticipate violence?"
"Well, let's just say we're dealing with some very physical types here, and leave it at that. But I'll run

the whole scenario by you from the top… see how it grabs you. It's all to do with the new traffic calming measures on
some of our busiest roads. I don't suppose that sort of thing is needed much where you're from; but believe me, the
roads down here have been absolute murder up till recently. Then these raised pavement extensions came into use.
You must have noticed them. Little tarmacked humps with fetching cobbled surrounds that jut into the roads every
now and then?"

"Aye, right enough. Hardly the kind of mounds we have at home, but -"
"Yes, yes. This isn't the Glasgow Tourist Board. We're Road Traffic here, Plabcaster. Anyway, the point

is this. The Council in its wisdom decided to hold back the EU funds it got for traffic calming work this year, so the
money could be reallocated to more... worthwhile civic use. But, as you are aware, the traffic calming has gone ahead
regardless. You can see the need for… circumspection. We're saving a fortune, and the public's getting what it wants.
So we don't want to rock the boat. Nevertheless, we would very much like to know who is responsible, and how
they're getting hold of the materials and machinery, so that we can complete our records accordingly. We know some
of our stocks of roadmending stuff are disappearing, but any machines that are used seem to be mysteriously returned
later - which indicates that whoever is doing this is already on our payroll. We need you to find out discreetly what is
going on, while at the same time not interfering with the cost-cutting work that's getting done."

"You suspect someone, though?"
"Well,  we do have our eye on a  chap called Rains -  'Sonny'  Rains,  as he's  known. He's  a  likely

candidate, simply because he has access to a lot of gear and so forth. The other workers respect him as well. He's a
man who knows his own mind. And his aged mother takes in lodgers. So even if he's not our man, you'll be right in
the thick of things there. Able to pick up any information that passes through. I wouldn't want you to get in his bad
books, though, if he misinterpreted your 'interest'. They say he'd kill his own granny if she got in his way."

Armed with the A-to-Z and a plausible story, Murdo Plabcaster – the Caithness case-cracker, with his big flat feet and
the hairiest socks you've ever seen – made his way to the address where he was to be billeted during enquiries. As he
strode out manfully along the road, his imaginary kilt swirling about his trouserlegs, he surveyed the new-looking
traffic mounds he passed with some frequency. Hardly mounds at all, compared to what he was used to Up North –
just shallow bumps, intrusive enough to force cars into single file at appropriate points.  And, Murdo had to admit that



an awful lot of points did seem to be appropriate. But the traffic was undoubtedly plentiful, and he got some funny
looks from drivers when he forgot where he was and waved a greeting, as he would have done on the lonely roads
back home. Needless to say, nobody waved back. This was the Big City, all right. It might not be a mean one, but it
sure as hell was miserable.

Mrs. Rains was miserable as well. A tall, thin streak of misery, peering at Murdo with watery grey
eyes, from the door of her drab downstairs abode.

"My cousin Calum saw your advert in the newsagent and sent me a note of the address," he explained.
"I've brought references."

"How long will you be wanting to stay?"
"I'm not sure, at the present, Mrs. Rains. It depends how things work out. I'm here on a family matter.

It's rather delicate..."
He took the room for a week to start with - once Mrs. Rains had concluded her vetting. (Given the run-

down state of the place, she was bloomin' lucky to get him at all. There weren't any other... guests.) He got his first
look at 'Sonny' over the evening meal. A shifty-eyed character of rugged build, with sinister bushy eyebrows and
nostrils too far apart for Murdo's peace of mind. His arms were covered in tattoos, prominent among which was a
gruesome skull and crossbones with the word MUMMY underneath. Maybe he was into Egyptian horror movies...

Murdo kept a low profile on his first night, contenting himself with a comfy chair in front of the
sitting-room telly. If the truth be known, he was somewhat overwhelmed by the superior programme reception, and
allowed himself to be distracted by a drama-documentary about lady lifeguards in California. He had to hide his
irritation when a friend of Sonny's dropped in, and the two of them insisted on talking through it. Something about an
old lady they knew having passed away.

"About time, too," said Sonny. "She was due ages ago. There won't be any sleepless nights now she's
gone."

"She gave me a few when she was alive," rejoined Sonny's pal, Dougie. "Bloody golf from America
blaring through the ceiling till all hours..."

Murdo shuddered inwardly at the callous city attitude, then settled back to investigate breast curve
averages while the two friends went to discuss some financial matter in Sonny's room.

Next morning, Murdo went for a Caithness Chronicle and some minty chews from the newsagent across the road. As
he passed an overgrown hedge on the way to the pedestrian crossing, a diminutive grey-haired figure blocked his
path. It was the first friendly face he'd seen since he hit Glasgow. The genial grandam showed genuine interest in a
stranger from out of town, and kept him talking for what seemed hours about his family and home life and all sorts of
things. He really had to keep his wits about him so as not to blow his cover – but with most of his relatives in
farming, it was easy enough to supply information without mentioning Scrabster Factfinding.

"I just wish they'd finish all these roadworks," she said at last, having exhausted her supply of third-
degree questions. "They keep making new bits on the pavements, then digging them up again, then remaking them.
It's such a dreadful uproar – in the middle of the night, too!"

When Murdo finally made it back to his digs Mrs. Rains was out, so he wasn't able to pass on the
detailed series of messages,  opinions,  hints  and queries he’d been given until  tea-time – when he had to do so
between mouthfuls of traditional mass-produced stodge. Sonny was all ears.

"That'll be Mrs. Antibody," said his mother. "She's a terrible one for the gossip. (More virtual potatoes,
Mr. Plabcaster?) You can't get past her gate without an Inquisition."

"Not for much longer," muttered Sonny, surreptitiously consulting a notebook from his shirt pocket.
"Oh dear," Murdo was concerned for the first  friend he had made since he came Down South.  A

reconstituted spud fell back on his plate in dismay. "I didn't realise she was ill."
"Aye... well," Sonny coughed. "I... have business... with her nephew, and he was telling me she's in a

bad way..."



A couple of nights later, Murdo took his first trip out to the Council's Road Maintenance Depot for the north of the
city. There were huge mesh fences all around, with vast bulky shapes inside, barely discernible in the dark. Road
digging machines under wraps, no doubt, though it might have been heaps of gravel for all Murdo knew of the
business. He daren't risk a closer look, in case the guard dogs advertised on bold metallic signs should alert the
nightwatchman. He decided to watch and wait from a secure vantage - namely the caff across the road. Nothing
happened that night, at least while the caff stayed open, and the weary gumshoe began to think he'd better change
tactics. He couldn't justify continued lateness at his lodgings if these night-time vigils went on. And if Sonny spotted
him anywhere near the place, it would be obvious what he was up to. Murdo didn't fancy having his own nostrils
rendered too far apart... He decided to keep a closer watch from the home front instead.

Days  passed,  during  which  Mrs.  Antibody  kept  up  her  solicitous  enquiries.  He  knew  it  was
unprofessional, but Murdo couldn't stifle a qualm of sadness at his knowledge of her terminal illness. He also got to
know the Skitterbin sisters, Jessica and Agnes, who lived in the side road by the newsagent. Very concerned about
dog mess, they were. Forever scooping bits up with plastic shovels and putting them in paper bags.

"It's a disgrace the way people let their dogs go all over the place," said Agnes squeamishly. "I mean,
they've only just finished making this new pavement extension and there's the dog from Number Forty-Three fouled
it already." The frail pensioner glanced with distaste at the bag in her hand. "Still, we'll make sure it's put in its proper
place." She had a determined glint in her eye.

"We've got a definite sighting of Sonny Rains and his mate Dougie 'borrowing' equipment from one of our depots,"
said the Council official at their next meeting. "Would you believe they were taking it quite openly from the South
Area yard, on the pretext of transferring it here? Nobody bothered to question their fake orders. So there's no need to
put yourself at risk following either of them now. What we really need is some kind of documentary proof that these
people are providing the service which the EU has already paid for. That way, the Council can keep itself covered, in
case of any awkwardness arising."

"I did see Sonny with a notebook," mused Murdo.
"Go through his things when he's out. Is there anywhere nearby with a photocopier?"
"Yes – the shop across the road!"
"Brilliant. Copy anything you can lay your hands on in triplicate and return it before he notices."
"But he keeps his notebook in his pocket..."
"That'll  probably be for quick reference.  The scale  these guys are operating on will  require some

planning.  They're  bound to  have  more  detailed  information  stored  away.  I  know people  love  to  complain,  but
paperwork is vital for any kind of civil engineering work. By all accounts, the forms they produced at South Area
were standard issue A4. Incidentally, you didn't spot any new traffic calming on your travels?"

"As a matter of fact," Murdo's 'cow's lick' popped up in the middle of his forehead, "some of the local
residents have been pointing out new hummocks outside their homes..."

"What kind of tar is it? The good quality hard asphalt with white gravel chips, or the rough black
gravelly stuff?"

Murdo's  mind flashed back to  Agnes Skitterbin's  pooper-scooping actions.  "It's  the rough gravelly
stuff."

"Hmm... Not quite up to EU standards, but beggars can't be choosers."
"Mrs. Antibody did say the mounds got dug up sometimes and laid over a second time..."
"Odd. Maybe the paperwork will explain. The sooner you get hold of it, the better."

That same day, on returning to his temporary home, the Scrabster Factfinder was surprised to see a newly dug hole by
the pavement outside. There were no workmen to be seen, however. Nor was Sonny Rains within - which was hardly
unusual, since he was normally at work in the afternoon. As it happened, Mrs. Rains had taken to her bed with what
Murdo  had  been  warned  was  an  all-too-frequent  bout  of  'diplomatic  flu'  of  a  type  diagnosed  by  her  son  as
'insufferable'.



No time like the present, then, to investigate Sonny's private room. The door was unlocked, so Murdo
crept cautiously inside. He needn't have worried about noise, however, since Mrs. Rains was emitting a non-stop
barrage of moans, wails and shrieks as part of her 'flu' performance. Sonny had already prepared him: "Take no
notice, Plabcaster. She's just tryin' tae grab attention. Bloody old nuisance."

Under cover of the outbursts, Murdo was able to open and close cupboard doors and dresser drawers at
liberty. He found a sheaf of meticulously marked documents under some girlie magazines in a cupboard by the bed.
After reassuring himself that these were what he was after, and checking for anything else, Murdo surveyed the front
of the house from the window. The workers hadn't returned. Mrs. Rains let out a blood-curdling screech, and he
contemplated getting her some throat lozenges while he was out, but decided to leave it. He had to photocopy the
papers and put them back as quickly as possible.

For the first time, Murdo wasn't relishing Mrs. Antibody's attentions. He couldn't afford to waste time
replying – but to his relief, she was keen to speed him on his way. "There's something going on over there," she said,
her gaze indicating the little row of shops. And indeed, a small crowd had gathered in the road by the newsagent's.

"I'll find out for you," offered Murdo, but she decided to see for herself despite polite attempts to shake
her off. The Skitterbin sisters were holding fort in their front garden, while a middle-aged couple harangued them
across their hedge. A cluster of onlookers tutted and smirked as appropriate.

"How would you like someone to do their number twos outside your front gate?" whimpered Jessica
defensively.

"The dog cannae help it!" yelled the middle-aged man. "Do you realise it's an offence tae shove a bag
of shit through someone's letter-box?"

The sisters were defiant. "An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth," said one.
"And a poo for a poo," added the other.
Mrs. Antibody just stood there and gawped. This was better than daytime TV. Murdo seized his chance

and nipped into the newsagent's. The altercation had emptied the shop, so he was able to copy the documents in
triplicate without drawing attention, slipping home before Mrs. Antibody noticed. To a protracted chorus of "Oohh"s
and "Help me, Goad"s from his prostrated landlady, he got the original papers back in place and headed off to the
Road Traffic Department to give the official his findings. Whatever happened now, he had at least earned a fee.

Given the triplication of the copies, he and the official were able to study them simultaneously. There
were lists of tenants' names and ages, some accompanied by asterisks. Other lists of streets and house numbers were
similarly marked. Murdo recognised the Skitterbins and Mrs. Antibody... not to mention Mrs. Rains.

"You've  got  to  credit  these  people  with  consideration,  Plabcaster,"  said  the  official.  "They  seem
particularly concerned with shielding the elderly and infirm from the noise of heavy traffic. All the new calming
mounds appear to be outside the homes of senior citizens -  old ladies in particular.  This must be some kind of
philanthropic enterprise. Perhaps it's one of those secret charitable societies. Funny handshakes, that sort of thing.
Best not to delve too deeply. After all, we don't know who might be a member... in  higher circles, if you get my
meaning. I think we can take this as a successful job, and leave it at that. Send us your bill when convenient, Murdo.
We'll be happy to pay the going rate."

Success on a plate for Scrabster Factfinding - and Murdo still had half his expenses left to spend. This
called for a night on the town. Who cared what his landlady thought? He'd be leaving in the morning, anyway.

Well, it was quite a night. This was the first time he'd been properly off duty since he'd arrived in Glasgow. What a
relief to discover a multitude of fellow dislocated teuchters in the many Highland bars around town. He felt especially
at home in the Rest-And-Be-Thankful  Lounge of the Slàinte Sheepshite in Kelvingrove. And by the time he emerged
from behind locked doors at four in the morning, he was as rested and thankful as a newt. The taxi driver took his
remaining money off him, and dumped him in the street once it had run out on the meter. Fortunately, Murdo's
investigative instincts still functioned to some extent beneath the foggy mist of Highland Dew and Barley Magic. At
any rate, he managed to keep staggering in the general direction, only delayed by the zig-zagging detours of his
overexploratory legs.



The neighbourhood wasn't as quiet as might be expected at that time of the morning. Indeed, the nearer
Murdo got to the Rains house, the more activity he saw through his one good eye. A Council van passed him on the
road, and without thinking, he waved. For the first time, an arm waved back - somewhat stiffly, to be sure - from a
rear window. Funnily enough, the arm just hung there limply after the van had passed. Murdo stared after it with
barely focussing vision. Looked like he wasn't the only one who'd been celebrating that night.

And as he came down the main road towards his  digs,  there were the philanthropic roadmenders
outside the Skitterbins’, replacing the old rough tar with the better stuff with the white chips. That would no doubt
make it easier to scoop up the dog mess in future. And as he crossed to the homeward side, he could see other
workmen digging up the mound at Mrs. Antibody's. She must've been celebrating too, because Sonny Rains and his
pal Dougie were helping her down the path to watch the work in progress, and they practically had to carry her.
Always had to know what was going on, did Mrs. Antibody. She seemed a little too 'under the weather' to notice Mr.
Plabcaster, so he hurried on in his circumambulatory manner before Sonny could remark upon his timekeeping.

Thank God he'd paid his keep in advance. Murdo was cleaned out. He lay in bed next morning and listened, but Mrs.
Rains was ominously silent. He packed his bags with a pounding head, and - not wanting breakfast in any shape or
form - decided to forego the farewells and beat it while the going was good. His train ticket was valid till the end of
the month, so all he had to do was leg it to the station and head for the hills. He'd never known the words of For
These Are My Mountains – but that hadn't stopped him singing it at the top of his voice last night, as he fell over
trying to get undressed. Some people don't like that kind of thing.

As he lumbered out the gate with his belongings, he noticed the new traffic mound was finished here
as well. Mrs. Rains must have been out to inspect it already, because she'd dropped her invalid's bed cap in the gutter
next it. Murdo wondered if he should nip back and give it to her, but thought better of it, all things considered.
Anyway, he had a long walk to the station, and it was pointless trying to thumb a lift in this inhospitable terrain.

Mrs. Antibody missed an opportunity to quiz him one last time. No doubt 'recuperating' herself from
the previous night's excesses. The Skitterbin sisters were also absent from the scene. Murdo’s eye caught a recent pile
of dog turds on the nice new tarmac. It wasn't like them to leave it lying, even this early in the day – but there's a first
time for everything.

His bones ached, but there was no help for it. He had to gird up his loins and take the high road out of
here. He'd had enough of noisy traffic and bad-tempered people. Oh, how he longed for the heather-clad hills and the
hushed burial mounds of his ancestors.

Ends
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The Poet’s Deceit
By Stephen Howard

I knew the young man would be waiting outside Euston station, by the Robert Louis Stevenson statue, as before. This
was only our second meeting and we were still ‘feeling each other out’, if you’ll excuse my bawdiness. He was a
younger man than I’d expected the publishers to send, but I’d received assurances he was of the highest grade.
Naturally, it’s important my story be exquisitely told. 

Pigeons are everywhere, gathered like panic-stricken lemmings. The young man is casually leaning against
the statue, black-rimmed glasses protecting his eyes from the wind, trimmed back beard shining like the glistening
feathers of a crow. I stride toward him and shake his hand, make the appropriate small-talk, how are you, was the
journey okay and so forth. After this minimal-fuss-conversation, we set off walking, over the zebra crossing, left,
right, and right again. The same little pub as our first meeting, quiet, unassuming, full of old-style charm.

A rum and coke and a half of IPA find their way onto the table. He’s pulled out his tablet and a related voice
recorder and, to my astonishment, a notepad and pen. I didn’t think anyone wrote anything manually these days. The
notepad and pen sit solemnly by the shining tech equipment, museum artefacts from some ancient civilisation. My
inner self smiled at this thought. Of course, I maintained a professional façade.

“We got through the basics of your upbringing last time,” the young man said, eyes down, fixed upon the
screen, “but you said this time you’d like to cover a few more significant events?” Brazen eyes rose to meet mine – or
perhaps I’m investing too much in them? 

“Yes. Obviously, we covered upbringing, school life, and so forth. My humble beginnings in a costal Devon
town, as it were. What I wanted to get into, but I needed some time to collect my thoughts, was my first relationship
with a man.”

I’d considered writing a memoir myself many times, of course. It made sense to document my life and career in some
way or other. I wasn’t sure I had the energy to produce something like Hughes’ ‘Birthday Letters’, although the idea
tempted me. Despite several of my contemporaries touching on our emergence together in biographical works, I’d
never settled down with the idea of saying my piece. There was a psychological depth to the work produced in my
heyday, a sensuousness, and searching back to tap into those emotions felt burdensome. When, after a little nudging
and cajoling,  my agent  had secured a  deal,  this  weight fell  upon me.  The long road of all  my years had to be
traversed, the pages reviewed and summarised, a palimpsest life. It would need a wonderful title. I’d given some
thought  to:  ‘A Life  in  Writing:  Harrison Johns’,  or  perhaps:  ‘Through  the  Years,  My Life  as  Harrison  Johns’.
Something elegant yet understated. 

But this could wait. There was time for the title to present itself. In the meantime, I’d collected some of my
best work. This would form the backbone of the memoir, the keystone elements. And, of course, I would write a
short, personal dedication…

Frayed like dead bark, limp like wilting limbs,
Displayed like modern art, lost like foolish lambs.
Startled eyes seeing nothing, a disguise,
Deviancies. Death’s face cannot hide
The vagabond shame you felt in life.

From Ode to a Dead Lover, (1962).

Music tinkled in the background. I thought perhaps it  was Chopin,  but I couldn’t  be certain.  I gazed out of the
window and a fine clear day gazed back. The young man’s eyes were upon me. His focus absolute.



“When I was seventeen, I became intimately involved with a classmate,” I began. I took from my pocket an
old, dog-eared diary. “This is what I wrote at the time: ‘John is the epitome of Ancient Greek ideals; tall, handsome, a
fine athlete, well-read, a willing debater, and a sensitive soul. It is entirely wild to me he should fall in love with me,
and wilder still I should fall in love with him so perfectly.’ I kept all my diaries. Often the beginning of a poem could
be found among my musings. Anyway, as you can see, I am a man alone, although not lonely. It was not so liberal a
time, before Stonewall, before a truly organised rights movement. It was difficult. At the time I’m not sure we even
knew what to call it. All we knew was how we made each other feel, it was a little while later when I put a name on
it: homosexuality. For John, our love became a prison from which he’d never escape. He hanged himself, and so is
forever seventeen. Forever, to me, that vision of perfection. 

“I was in mourning. I turned all my emotions inward, a kind of self-flagellation. It was my fault. There was
no other explanation presenting itself to me at the time. If I hadn’t led him astray, would he have gone on living? Of
course, I came to understand in time how both he and I were, for the first time, being true to ourselves. But I drank. I
drank whenever  the opportunity presented  itself.  Eventually,  some months  later,  I  began to  write,  to  pour  forth
everything which had festered within me. Not only was my writing a form of healing, it was a conduit for working
out who I was in a time when what I was, was an outcast. The poetry was rough, it was emotionally charged, and it
was profoundly honest. I would lay myself bare upon the page and the page would accept me absolutely.”

“You say ‘profoundly honest’,  but wouldn’t  you agree there’s an element of self-deceit  in any personal
writing?” the young man asked. A meaty question. I drained the remains from my glass and ordered a replacement
before continuing. One cannot tell a story while one’s glass is empty, an old friend once said to me. I’m inclined to
agree.

“Perhaps so. There’s an immutable disconnection between how one sees oneself, and how one is. But poetry,
at its most incisive and penetrating, is the perfect medium to get as close to profound self-honesty as one can.”

The young man nodded in response and continued jotting things down. “And so the writing following John’s
death became your first collection?” he added. 

“Yes.  The  poems  underwent  necessary  technical  transformations,  experimentation  with  form,  applying
technique, and so forth. But the bulk of the collection was formed during that first burst of creative energy, fuelled by
tragedy and grief. I dedicated my first collection to John. It was during this period I began to develop and perfect my
creative process. I found I wrote best when outdoors, as far away from people and distraction as possible. In time, I
came to better  know myself.  I  had,  through the grief,  grown into something new, I  felt.  I  wrote about subjects
considered taboo, considered private, even immoral. This was borne of a desire to show myself to the world, to show
I wasn’t cowed by John’s death but emboldened, and I was doing it for him. That is what became my first collection.
And then came the whirlwind of change. It won several prestigious awards, the critics latched on and it became much
talked about; controversial but without doubt of artistic merit, so they said. I relocated to London, naturally. Suddenly
it became the place I had to be. I left University, I’ve since received several honorary doctorates, and began my
literary career.

“Do you mind if I step outside to smoke?” I said, realising the urge was growing like bamboo. 
“Sure,” he replied, “when you come back, perhaps we can colour in the years between John’s death and your

first major publication?”

I inhaled and closed my eyes, following the flow of smoke on its journey to my lungs, presenting itself as a Trojan
Horse at the gates, benign and bearing no ill will, before infiltrating the fortress. I have been told to quit, but I’m too
set in my ways. The sound of car engines and car horns is distracting. People are storming down the main road as if
chased by a rhinoceros. Everyone is in a rush these days. Not me. I relished and enjoyed my cigarette, and watched
the ardent faces floating by like ducks upon a lake. 

My Icarus descended. Hope,
Suspended by invisible rope,
Whose splintered fabric could not cope:
He fell into shadow.

From Elegy to The Fallen, (1963).



I ordered another drink before returning to my chair – this time, a dry martini. The young man was still nursing his
IPA, no doubt too engrossed in his work to remember to sip it. 

We spend a little while ‘colouring in the gaps’, as he’d put it, elaborating on my time at university which was
largely unfulfilling. I enjoyed Classics, and it has informed in many ways my writing, but at this time I was ready to
enter the world as a poet and so I couldn’t fully concentrate on my studies. It isn’t a period of my life I see as being
overly formative and can, therefore, be brushed over swiftly. In fact, I tell the young writer as much, but he seems to
disagree.

“Everything is relevant,” he says, offering a brief smile before lowering his eyes and checking his notes.
“So, publication. You say this is where a ‘whirlwind of change’ hit?” he adds, adjusting his glasses with his right
hand. I felt he was becoming more involved with my story, finally. This was the writer I needed.

“Yes. Yes, quite so. I had done my share of partying at university, as one might expect. I’d partied with the
socialists, with the artists, with the writers, with the actors, and so on, and now I was stepping onto a circuit which
was its own floating world, a self-contained, self-regulated paradise. I quickly graduated to hosting parties, with the
guests being some of the finest minds of the time. The press caught on quickly, as they often do, and I became the talk
of the town. Flamboyant Harrison Johns this, the lovely, raucous Harrison Johns that. I was not only celebrated for
my writing at this point, but for my personality. I was a long way from home, but I was, in a different sense, more at
home than I’d ever been. I could be myself, I could be open and, within our little floating world, I was happy.” 

Just remembering those days, the feeling of solidarity, of support, of knowing we were doing something
significant,  changing culture around us,  moulding it,  I  feel  flushed with a vigour I  had very nearly forgotten.  I
remember the faces, the style, the drinks, other indulgences… and it was ours, and it was perfect.

“Of course, there were some controversies. Could you elaborate on those?” he says unflinchingly, eyes once
more rising from his notes. Controversies? 

“I’m sorry?” I ask, feeling the creases on my forehead deepen.
“Well, for example, there were several reports of assaults happening at your parties during the mid-60s. I’ve

got copies of the newspaper write-ups in my bag. What can you tell me about those, and the atmosphere and general
feeling at the time?” 

Why bring this up? Long forgotten and insignificant, what relevance do unsubstantiated reports have to me?
I try to contain my rising irritation; I must remain professional as, of course, does the young man sat before me.

“Those claims were false, as proved when the police found nothing of substance in them. If something like
that was happening in my home, at one of my parties, I’d have known about it. I guarantee you that. Not a thing
happened under my roof that I didn’t know about. If you must write about this, then please don’t take the silly
position that all claims of the sort should be believed. Now I’d rather move on from this,” I added, as if to close the
matter. The expression on the young man’s face failed to convince me he’d let it be. But, for now, he nodded and
continued to scribble notes.

“Okay, I think we can call it a day. Shall we arrange for our next meeting?” he said calmly, removing his
glasses  and  blinking.  Without  the  glasses  he  looked  several  years  younger,  and  I  wondered  at  how  such  an
inexperienced author was to capture the zeitgeist of my life and times. I would have to monitor the progression of our
meetings and, if he failed to rise to the challenge, ask for a replacement. Just as I’d thought he was immersing himself
in my story, he’d brought up such a frivolous subject. If I was going to go through with this, it ought to be done right
and truthfully. I owed that not only to myself, but to everyone I had shared my life with.

Convalescing on my balcony, brandy resting upon the table, cigarette in hand (Marlboro), I gave further thought to
the young man’s enquiry. I could see a train zipping past and, further still,  several boats, possibly fishing boats,
languidly traversing the Thames. A serenade of seagulls wasn’t far behind. I had put the offending questions out of
mind for a few days. And now, as the early evening light gave way to patient gloom, I considered everything once
more. 

There were two which stood out. One a young man, the other a young woman, both claiming to have been
assaulted at separate parties of mine. The first in ’65, the second in ’66. Even at the time, I had no recollection of
even seeing these young people at my parties, and I made a strong point of introducing myself to every person to pass
through my door. If they’d been present,  I’d have known, and if there’d be any untoward behaviour,  I’d have known.



I’d said just as much to the police at the time, dismissing their queries with ease. And I stand by this. The great
tragedy of this came after. The young woman who’d made the claim took her own life some time later, I don’t recall
the exact dates. Of course, there was a media storm, but my conscience was clear. I was sad for the troubled young
mind which was lost to the world far too soon. Clearly the weight of our existence had proved too much for her, just
as it had for John all those years earlier.

I  drained my glass  in  silent  toast  and felt  the  familiar,  homely  warmth in  my throat.  Another  meeting
tomorrow. Hopefully I’ll feel more optimistic about the memoir and my young writer friend afterwards.

The morning was as a dream,
Drifting lily-pads on a lake,
Verdant patchwork, broken seam
What you don’t give, you take.

Drifting lily-pads on a lake
Growing sparse, losing each other.
What you don’t give, you take
From the ambiguous mother.

Growing sparse, losing each other.
From time’s arrows, borrowed
From the ambiguous mother, 
For whom life and death logically followed.

From time’s arrows, borrowed
By the first human village by the stream,
For whom life and death logically followed,
The morning was as a dream.

From The Stream of Time, (1982).

“I suppose at the time, I was stuck within a kind of flesh-like dichotomy. There was the me I knew, quite introverted
and sensitive, and the version the media created, that of flamboyant gay man, flaneur, outgoing personality, raconteur.
Gradually, I warmed up to the role they’d given me, and became immersed in it. I think this was why my poetic
output diminished through the ‘70s, before my rejuvenation the following decade,” I said,  before examining the
frothy, caffeinated drink before me. I’d allowed the young man to choose the location of our meeting and, bizarrely, it
was a place that didn’t serve alcohol. I’d concealed my disappointment. 

“So you felt this influence pulled you further from who you really are?” he responded, his left hand absently
playing with the curved hair of his chin. Again, I sensed he was properly involving himself in my story and my
optimism grew.

“Yes, I think so. And without a strong degree of authenticity to centre my life, my creative output became
equally unfocused. I was quite lonely for a time, seemingly deserted by my friends and supporters, with my work
undergoing a critical reassessment.”

“Indeed,” the young man said, “I have several excerpts of essays centred on the confessional poets which
touch on your work. One statement which struck me was, ‘Johns is a prime example of a poet with only one thing to
say’. Which seems to be a fair criticism. Now before we continue further down this line, I’d like to find out more
about your personal circumstances following your rise in the early ‘60s. It also seems fair to say that, following the
sexual assault allegations, your popularity nosedived with the media and then the public, particularly following one of
the alleged victim’s suicide, which could very well have then seen your professional success suffer. Given you say
yourself how lonely you had become, do you wonder whether perhaps your feelings about the allegations and your
reaction at the time could have been wrong? It can’t be a coincidence that your work and personal life began to
decline in the wake of this.”



I sat quietly, allowing these words to sink in like a slow-acting poison. No words would form. My eyes
couldn’t  focus  on the young man facing me.  Or,  rather,  couldn’t  concentrate,  distracted  by others  standing and
moving behind him. And the buzzing and frothing of cappuccinos and lattes being made, of the benign chit-chat
between friends at nearby tables. And when everything came rushing back I found myself standing up. Words were
flowing. A hushed silence surrounded me. Eyes were drawn to where I stood, unable to look away, like I was the
scene of an accident. 

“How dare you insist upon continuing to link me to such sordid allegations. They are long forgotten and
there was nothing of substance to them. We have covered this. Obviously you aren’t capable of sticking to a brief and
insist on conducting yourself in the most unprofessional manner. I will be passing on my complaint to my agent and
he to your superiors. This interview is over.” I stumbled over the chair leg as I stormed out. The anger had risen in me
so quickly I’d hardly known what to do with myself, I’d simply had to remove myself from the situation. Why insist
on linking me to such an appalling event when, not only am I objectively uninvolved, but the police proved the
claims were pure fantasy?

Don’t forget to tick the days
Off on your calendar, to mark
The days you count as lost,
The days of startling frost.

From Infinity, (1991).

Sad, lonely ships meandered along the Thames, maybe a mile or two away? Maybe more, maybe less. I held both
hands before my face; slightly pink, slender, wrinkled. I’d written nothing for a long time. The brandy bottle sat
empty on the table. Just as the breeze had begun to make my eyes watery, it picked up in an act of sudden and
surprising violence and whisked the bottle from the table. The bottle smashed on the floor, the glass shards missing
my bare ankles by inches. I stared at the angry shards for a moment before raising my eyes, looking back toward the
far-away ships. Maybe I could write a poem about this?

My agent had called, of course. I’d calmed down by then. And I felt not justified, but ashamed. After much
wrangling and convincing, phone calls to the publishers, to the young writer, my agent had convinced me to continue
with the process. We were due to meet tomorrow, and I confess I felt a great deal of anxiety at the prospect. To feel a
little more comfortable, I had insisted he come to my home. I could at least offer some food and drink to smooth over
our differences from last time. I would answer his questions as best I could and see what sort of picture he’s trying to
form. And set him straight where necessary.

I stood up to retrieve another bottle.

I’d fixed coffee and snacks and joined the young man in the lounge, settling onto the emerald green Chesterfield (my
personal favourite), the fireplace and the Gainsborough above it facing me. The young man sat in the armchair to my
right. I began to apologise, launching into the speech I’d run through in my head, artistic temperament and so forth,
but the young man raised his hand, causing me to desist.

“It’s okay, it’s forgotten. Sometimes it’s tough going back through your life forensically. Not every moment
in life is a source of pride or happiness, just as it isn’t a source of complete evil. I’m just here to find out what
happened,  and why.” His delivery of these lines was almost  expressionless,  and I  wondered whether he too,  in
anticipation  of  my  speech,  had  formed  his  own  response  in  preparation.  I  was  certainly  impressed  with  his
professionalism, and his clarity of vision on this. Once more, I felt a sense of confidence in the proceedings. But this
confidence wasn’t simply in the process, it was in the young man sat before me. It was only in this moment that
something occurred to me, a folly I deserved great reproach for.

“Thank you,” I said, “and please forgive me again, but can you remind me of your name?” 
A strange smile graced his features, as if attempting to hide his reproach of me, and he responded: “It’s

Marcus, Marcus Chivers.”



“Thank you, Marcus. Shall  we get started?” I asked, sipping my coffee.  I could feel my forehead lines
stretching out like the wide wings of an albatross. All because of his name. Chivers? It rang a bell from somewhere,
contained some hint of familiarity. Of course, I could be mistaken.

“You look a little bemused, Harrison. Could it be my surname has jolted your memory? Chivers? Maybe
you’re thinking of Elaine Chivers? She would have been my aunt, although I never knew her. She killed herself in
1968 following a year of abuse and trauma, all because she had the temerity to be sexually assaulted. I wonder if
that’s why the name rings a bell. What do you think, Mr Johns? But this isn’t relevant, is it? So let’s return to the life
and times of Harrison Johns. Following your dip in popularity towards the end of the 1960s and the start of the 1970s,
what was it that motivated you to continue writing?” Marcus didn’t take his eyes off me the entire time, and I could
feel myself wilting under his gaze. His words tore away at me, quickly hollowing me out until this husk sat before
him, draped in fine clothes, sat upon his Chesterfield, beneath his Gainsborough. What could I say?

“I continued writing because… it’s all I know. It’s how I heal, it’s my own personal therapy,” I managed to
say, staring into my coffee cup. And this moment went on and on, the time it would take to drink a million cups of
coffee.

“Indeed. Further to dedicating your first  collection to John, I noticed you also dedicated all  subsequent
works to him, too. Is it fair to state this early trauma in your life had a profound and devastating impact upon the rest
of your life? In utilising this trauma for personal gain, in turn the trauma became something you could never fully
disconnect yourself from?” Marcus said, continuing to gaze at me with a total, inexplicable neutrality. His tone was
steady, firm. He was no longer taking any notes.

“It’s… entirely possible,” I admit. I feel cold, despite the warmth of the drink I clasp tightly in my hands,
despite the fire facing me. The settee is less comfortable, the landscape painting above the fire hideous. Ugliness is
laid bare and surrounds me. 

“Sometimes you concentrate so much on your own pain,  you forget that others are hurting too. And in
different ways. Did the freedom you felt during those early years of success help you heal? Or did it hide away your
pain and, when difficult events threatened your existence, you then buried your head in the sand and hid from them?”
Marcus said. He had cut through everything with a scalpel, and opened up something I never knew existed, or had
buried so deeply I hadn’t cared to look. 

“It is… entirely possible,” I whispered. I couldn’t look him in the eye. I just looked into the fire and thought
about John, and Elaine Chivers, and the fact they were no longer here. I was, and so was Marcus. I had never asked
him why he took on this project. What a fool I have been.

“Look,” Marcus said, hands clasped on his lap, leaning forward, “I’m not here to take you apart. But if we’re
going to do this, it needs to be an honest, truthful account of everything. Because of our connection, I kind of felt like
I had to write this book. If you’re ready to ditch the posturing and talk to me honestly, I think we can produce
something worthy of the people lost to us. I never knew Elaine, but my mother feels her loss every day. And I’m sure
that’s how it is with you, for John.”

I nodded and closed my eyes for a moment. I pictured John, his face hovering before mine, and envisioned
my hand touching his temple, that tender place.

Frayed like dead bark, limp like wilting limbs,
Displayed like modern art, lost like foolish lambs.

Ends



The Roaming
By Christine Despardes

'A leaked email message on classified matter? What were you thinking. A result of which is partial info on a
critical matter, misinterpreted. Did you compose it unfocused, with feelings in the way? Are you not drug 
free?' Unannounced drug and alcohol testing is a good policy to implement, she fully realizes now. These 
are difficult times and all employees would benefit from it.

'What you're seeing is a widespread flare-up that may never die down, critical damages, your reputation 
beyond repair, your job lost, promising commissions for this unit forfeited, and for what, a flash of anger? A 
swig of momentary release? One of those sex-in-the-utility-closet with a co-worker moments?' It's so little 
to ask of oneself when so much is at stake, to have the dignity to always be in focus, she thought but did 
not say.

It really was an accident that followed,
the standard drink-and-drive
a flight over the edge
with nothing underneath four wheels.

A job serving coffee in a bar
could do him well, if he lives,
support group meetings after hours,
prayer walking home in the rain,
a bedside radio, a hamster.

He didn't know he heard what she did utter until it came to him in a daydream sometime later: People 
always underestimate their own greatness, leaving them blind to the truth about themselves.

The American People
By I.B.  Rad

I absolutely hate
politicians asserting,
"the American people" demand
or our "American values" oblige,
as if everyone's breathlessly awaiting
their indispensable legislation,
when the only item
on which almost all agree
is we despise
our self serving,
"when their lips are moving, 
they're lying,"
politicians.



The Notebook
By Jan Forsman

I am writing this as a proof that I am not insane. In fact, I am more clearheaded than ever before. Even though the
events related to and after Roope’s death have been mentally taxing, I feel they have been helpful in their own way.
May this notebook speak for itself.

I met Roope in relation to my studies (I do not want to write here his real name). I was studying for a sixth
year in the Medical School of the University of Tampere in Finland. I needed to choose a place for my internship for
the  next  summer  and since  I  was interested  in  specializing  in  psychiatry,  I  decided to  intern  at  the  Pitkäniemi
psychiatric hospital. I remember how my spine chilled when walking through the yellowish buildings and across the
circlular yard shadowed by tall trees towards the white, old edifice, which appeared to swallow me alive like an
ancient deity demanding a sacrifice.

Roope was one of the regulars of the hospital. I met him very soon after the beginning of my internship. Our
first meeting was a memorable one. I had taken with me two sandwiches which I went to pick from the common
room during lunch hour. As I stepped through the door, I saw a young man sitting on the table that was next to the
fridge. In front of him was an empty lunch box. I caught a glimpse of the last piece of bread vanishing into his mouth.
At first, I took him as a fellow intern and fiercely declared: “Those sandwiches happened to be mine.” The young
man literally jumped up from the table and ran out. When I followed, one of the nurses came across me. Either she
was especially deductive or I had not been the first whose rations had been consumed. In any case, she managed to
dilute my anger. “You met Roope then,” she laughed. After the incident, we were properly introduced. I apologized
for my anger and Roope managed to apologize for his behavior as well. From the beginning, I could feel a strange
connection between us.

Slowly I got familiar with Roope’s background. 22 years of age, coming from outside of Tampere to study
literature and folklore. Suffered a nervous breakdown and a psychotic episode two months ago, for which a full
reason has  not  been  disclosed.  In  treatment  of  delusionality,  temporary  depression,  paranoid  thoughts  and self-
destructive  tendencies.  Non-smoking.  Uses  alcohol  regularly.  Scarce  experiences  with  marijuana  but  a  direct
connection with illness  has  not  been identified.  Slowly I  also began to get  familiar  with Roope himself.  Quiet,
intelligent, and solitary.  Social norms seemed to cause him difficulties but is hard to disclose whether this  fully
manifested before falling  ill.  I  began to  take more and more interest  in  him.  Strangely enough,  Roope seemed
similarly intrigued by me and appeared to more easily open up to me than the nurses and senior doctors. Finally, I
noticed  how much easier  it  was  also for  me to communicate  with  Roope than with most  of  the  hospital  staff.
Eventually I asked the head doctor for a permission to look more into Roope’s case and to be allowed to have
respective discussions with him. Thus, Roope became in a way my summer project.

I began the weekly discussions with Roope at  the end of June.  They were halted a month later.  In the
beginning, the discussions seemed to have a positive effect on Roope. He was talking about his family (parents
divorced)  and  interrupted  studies.  He  also  showed  me  his  paintings,  done  both  as  part  of  therapy  and  for  his
enjoinment. They displayed Roope’s artistic gift, but the severe nature of his illness was likewise crafted on them, as
they were often disturbed and bizarre.

Our third discussion was one of the most memorable events in my life. As I stepped inside the room where
we regularly met, I saw Roope hunched down in the little table, writing something attentively. Coming closer, I saw
him making entries in a small leather bound booklet. When he turned the page, I briefly saw that the booklet was full
of jottings and feverish drawings. After noticing me looking at his writing, Roope suddenly slammed the booklet shut
and shoved it into his back bag without saying a word. I was interested, but as his reaction spoke of clear intent to
keep his writings to himself, I did not show recognition in the beginning. Instead, I started talking about a topic that
was interrupted in the last session, waiting for Roope to feel himself comfortable around me. Finally, I dared to take
the conversation to the booklet.

“You seem to have been writing to it quite diligently.”
“Roope turned uneasy immediately, but did not try to change the subject. “I guess. It’s my notebook.”
I was trying to not sound custodial. “What kind of notes do you usually do in it.” I regretted my question

immediately. Roope turned even more uneasy. “What… whatever I happen to come up with. Thoughts. Scribblings.”



I decided to calm things down by saying that of course he did not have to tell me, and writing thoughts up
was very constructive for the healing process, so keeping a diary was strongly recommended. Roope seemed to relax.
“It’s not really a… you know… a diary. More like… how to say, it’s more like a log.”

I asked what he meant.
“You know. When travelers embark on a journey, they keep a journal. This is a bit similar… except to, like,

my own mind. And…” He finished his sentence in the middle.
As I did not want to hamper our well began discussions, I decided to leave the matter there for the time

being.
For the rest of the hour, we talked about his studies and his life. Turned out he had been in a relationship, but

it had broken up before the mental problems began. He did not specify whether he had had a girl- or a boyfriend, and
I did not ask.

I was ready to finish for that day, when Roope suddenly asked: “Would you have wanted to see the book?”
The question was surprising, and I told him that. “Well, I mean, with you I can open up better. So, I guess, I can trust
you here as well.” He picked the notebook from his bag and flipped the pages for a moment. After finding a fitting
page, he gave the book to me. 

I read the page he presented me with. Then flipped it and read another. I had said keeping a diary would be
good for healing but was not sure anymore. The drawings were grotesque, human formed but distressing and strange.
One of the drawings depicted a town on the side of a lake. By a quick look, it reminded me of a Spanish village, but
with a closer look, there was also something foreign and horrifying about it too. The scribblings over the drawings
were written in short fragments, appearing as if written in delirium.

Roope was looking at my flipping quietly. “Do you know the story of a play called ‘King in Yellow’?” he
asked. I raised my gaze and replied negatice. “The story goes that if anyone reads the play, especially the second act,
they go insane. It’s set in a mythical city called Carcosa on the side of the lake Hali, illuminated by two suns during
the day and encircled by black stars in the night.”

While I listened, I was reading through the notebook, but finally had to put it down and push it back to
Roope, as I could not take the disturbing feeling anymore.

“And as the twin suns set at the bottom of the lake, the King in Yellow arrives to the city, and…”
Roope went quiet. I stared at him over the table quietly, finally asking why he was telling me this.
“Yellow is a nasty colour,” he continued, lowering his eyes to the table. “In Melville’s time, the blue whale

was called ‘Sulphur Bottom’ because they were convinced that its brimstone yellow underside was due to being
dragged on the ceiling of Hell. Yellow is rotten. Unsafe. Abhorrent. The colour of sickness. I guess you’ve heard of
yellow fever.” I nodded. 

“In  another  story,”  Roope  continued,  “a  woman  requiring  rest  is  locked  by  her  husband  to  an  attic,
dominated by a repulsive yellow wall paper. The woman has nothing else to do than look at that ugly paper, where
she begins to see humanlike forms crawling all over. Eventually, she rips the paper off the wall and starts crawling
around the room as well.”

I was not sure if I had helped Roope along or pushed him back.
“Sometimes… Sometimes I feel like ripping all the yellow from the world.”
Silent tears were running on his cheeks.
Our session was clearly at its end. I gave him napkins and showed him out of the room. After he had left, I

sought out the head doctor and requested him to give Roope a small dose of narcotics for the night.

When Roope arrived to the fourth session, I saw a clear change in him. Usually, he was in the room before me, but
this time arrived almost ten minutes late, being quiet and anxious. Despite the sleeping pills, it was clear he had not
slept much. I began the conversation like always trying to pluck out reasons for the clear worsening of his condition.
Roope gave answers, but they were slow and viscid, like I had to pull them out of tar. The session was going nowhere
and my frustration was becoming apparent. Finally I suggested that we ended 30 minutes early for the day.

“Oh…”, said Roope. “Well, there was something I wanted to say…”
I was able to foresee what Roope was going to say, but that did nothing to soften the shock.
  “I would like to… quit these meetings. I feel they have no use.”



I tried to change his mind but quickly noticed it to be useless. I was anyway willing know why he wanted to
stop the sessions. Without giving a straight answer he told me how last week had been emotionally disturbing. I tried
to convince him that his condition turning depressive was only a reason to continue the meetings but Roope’s mind
was made. I was weaponless. As an intern, I had no power to declare official treatment for a patient. Even these
meetings had been arranged with the head dosctor’s permission and the patient’s agreement. Now that Roope had
pulled the latter back, I was sure I would lose the former as well. I rose with him as a sign of agreeing to his wish. To
my surprise, and as a direct violation of the hospital’s policy, Roope hugged me strongly. “I should not have shown
that book… I’m sorry…” he whispered in my ear. As he left, I was sure I saw him wiping his right cheek.

No-one still  knows how he did it.  Suicide attempts are  not uncommon in psychiatric  hospitals,  but  the security
measures  are  so strict  that  success rate  is  practically  non-existent.  This  applies  to  Pitkäniemi as  well.  The fact,
however, remains that the following morning from our last meeting, Roope was found dead in his bed. Next to him
was a can of sleeping pills, the same ones I had asked to be subscribed to him.

Roope’s suicide led to long-winged investigation of the hospital’s methods. Members of Roope’s family, though not
numerous, were convinced that Pitkäniemi had commited a malpractice. In the end, they did not raise a suit, which
was extremely lucky for myself. Naturally, as the last person who had been in conversation with Roope and the one
who had suggested the narcotics for him, I was caught in the middle of the maelstrom. I had to suffer numerous long
and tormenting discussions with the hospitals head doctor, the head doctors of Tampere University Hospital and in the
end with the representatives of Pirkanmaa health care district. I told all of them one after another everything that
happened in the sessions, I assured them I did not know about Roope’s suicidal thoughts and had not catalysed them
to my own knowledge. I know not if I was lying,

Finally, the powers that be either believed me or got tired with processing the case. Since the relatives did
not take the issue to court either, I was eventually not charged with malpractice and assistance in patient’s suicide. I
have my suspicions of the family being bought silent in fear of a bigger scandal. But on top of that, even after
pedantic investigation, it was still unclear how Roope had got hold of the whole bottle of sleeping pills and taken it to
his room without anyone noticing.

Needless to say, my internship was over. Though I was cleared from charges of malpractice, my medical career was
not salvageable. It lied dead on the hallways of Pitkäniemi, with no option but to bury it in silence. My studies were
almost over, but I had lost all my motivation to finish them.

I returned to Pitkäniemi to pick my things, when the head doctor called me to see him. To my surprise, he
was apologetic for letting me go, saying that I had been a good intern despite what had happened in the end. I knew
his own career had likewise been under threat for the issue and thought him to have been angry with me. Instead, he
appeared sympathetic. In front of him were the patient records I had written about Roope and my given statements
about the incident. He told me he had been skimming through them and gotten interested in the conversation we had
had the week before Roope’s demise.

“You stated to have been discussed a notebook in Roope’s possession.”
I admitted this to have been the case.
“And went through the book yourself, marking it to be full of disturbing content.”
After I had nodded as agreement, the head doctor quickly went through my statement papers before asking:

“And did Roope give this notebook to you?”
I was less baffled by the question than I should have been. I told him the truth about my last sighting of the

notebook being its brownish cover disappearing in Roope’s back bag.
“Puzzling.” The head doctor went through the papers more. “We did not find the book in question when we

emptied Roope’s room from his things. Likewise, no relative has not gotten hold of it to our knowledge, or even
asked about its whereabouts. For all we know, the only evidence of the existence of this notebook is the report you
have given.”



The head doctor’s voice sunk at the end of the sentence and his eyes flashed a stinging look behind the
reading glasses reclining on his nose. I liked the head doctor. He had been supporting and flexible throughout my
internship and even when things had turned south, had always appeared to defend me against the family and top-level
related requirement to find a scapegoat. Now, for the first time, I felt a guilt tripping vibe emitting from him, which
made me feel like an electric current was running through me.

I began to defend myself, perhaps too eagerly. I went through the whole discussion gain. and described all
the scribblings in the book as well as I could remember them. Now, for the first time, I also mentioned Roope’s
strange off the mark comment at the end, which I had not included in my report.

Most  likely  I  had  overreacted  to  the  head  doctor’s  reference,  as  he  said  that  no-one  is  doubting  the
legitimacy of my report, nor thought that I had secretly stolen the book. He just wanted to make sure its possible
location. I promised to keep my eyes open when I was packing my things and let him know if I came across it. After
shaking hands, I asked if the head doctor was able to say what Roope meant with his comment about yellow.

“Difficult  to say.  But in the 19th century,  yellow colour  was taken to be the symbol of corruption and,
specifically, madness.”

I did not take part in Roope’s funeral. I knew when it was held, but did not think I was a welcomed guest, and anyway
did not consider it proper to go. I also decided to take a break from my studies and think about my career choices
again.

I had mostly laid on the couch for a couple of days after my internship had ended, when IT appeared in my
life again. There was nothing special or dramatic about it. I only got a note through my mail hatch that said I had
received a package to the post office. I had not ordered anything and was about to discard the note. However, some
power, curiosity maybe, got me to walk all the way from Iidesranta to the Tullintori mall and step inside the sliding
doors of the post office. Guided by the same power, I received a brown envelope that held in a square object that had
not fit through the hatch in my door and carried it back to my rental apartment. I ripped the envelope open and stood
face to face again with that brown leather-bound cover that I had seen slipping into Roope’s Haglöfs. 

I opened the cover and from between dropped a separate page with the same handwriting the booklet was
full of:

Sorry

First, I thought the apology was about what Roope did to himself. Now, I believe that it was about what he
was to do to me.

I knew I should have called the head doctor. I knew that keeping the possession of a dead patient was not only
morally questionable but also legally condemning. I did not call. I was afraid that reporting the book would cause me
more harm, maybe I would even be accused of hiding it. Besides, I was interested why Roope wanted me to receive
the book. I could not have been the only person who had seen Roope’s leaher-bound booklet. Or was I? I kept
flipping the separate page that had dropped from inside, but it did not give me any clue of why Roope had wanted to
give the book to me.

As I went through the book, my eyes came across short, feverish notes and disturbing drawings one after
another.  Some of  the  drawings depicted  antropomorfic  figures,  whose  mouths  were  twisted  by screams.  Others
depicted rooms, or balconies, full of vegetation. From time to time I saw another picture of that strange, distant city
which had caught my eye when Roope had shown the book for me for the first time.

Most of the scribblings were incoherent, like written under the influence of either alcohol or sleep depravity.



Invisible child…
I am going down the drain

The Feeling that has no name
Yellow… So much Yellow

However, among the fever induced markings, there appeared others that were clearly different. Not only
were they more lucid and comprehensible, they seemed to form a unified whole. There was also a third difference.
They were clearly written with a different handwriting. 

I should not have gone there
That place…

Rongansalmi
Where the Hyades eternally sing

I tried to read the book more, but the combined effect of the drawings and writings caused me anxiety and I
had to close the lid. The further I went, the cruder the pictures and the stranger the scribblings became. I had lost the
courage to even read them after a certain point.  I  pushed the book inside my drawer closing it,  and felt  better
immediately. But the scribblings still stained my mind, not willing to go away.

The next two months went without activities nor relaxation. During the days, I was tired and even preparing food felt
an insurmountable task,  not  to  even mention cleaning.  During the nights,  I  was not able  to  sleep,  and the few
fractured hours of dreaming I was able to scramble together were filled with obscure and anxious nightmares. More
than once I woke up to my own yell. I did not remember what I had dreamed, but the word I had screamed still burnt
my lips: Rongansalmi.

The notebook was hidden in the drawer during those months. I was so disheveled that the whole thought of
taking it out made my stomach turn over. But the drawings and texts that were inscribed in it had so deeply corroded
to my brain that when I scrambled into bed, they kidnapped my consciousness, keeping it as hostage.

In the middle of September, I was already near collapsing. I knew what to do, but it did not make the task
any easier. With my fingers shaking, I wrote a place name to a search engine and watched the hits cascade on the
computer screen. Rongansalmi was a small piece of land nearby Nokia. There was a small amount of habitation still
left, but in general sense it was a nearly abandoned area. I conducted a new search and found out that the easiest route
there was to take a local bus from the train station in Nokia and walk the last three kilometers. With a deep sigh, I
bought a ticket from Tampere to Nokia and packed my back with a half a bottle of mineral water and the rest of a
sandwich.

I stepped out of the bus on a stop that was decorated by a decaying wooden shelter. The only intact wall was smudged
with drawings and signatures. Oxygen was pinching my lungs as I took a deep breath. Leaves ad already begin to fall,
colouring the ground a red and yellow patchwork. With a confident step, I made my way towards the location pointed
by my cell phone’s navigator. From time to time, I tried the chest pocket with my hand, to make sure the notebook
was still there.

 After walking some distance by the side of the highway, I eventually found a fitting pathway and followed it
to the darkness of the forest. The foliage was thick but not impenetrable. The pine trees reaching for the sky formed
almost like an arch way, through which I entered the ancient realm. Sunlight peeking through the trees, I walked the
narrow path deeper into the woods. September weather still had a hint of summer warmth, mixed with the crispiness
pf the fresh air. Soon I heard the gurgle of water in front, where a sluggish stream turned into a south heading brook. I
took a quick glance at the navigator and began to follow the streaming water.



Landscape became more  difficult  to  penetrate,  like  the  brushes  in  front  of  me were  trying  to  stop my
advancement. Just as the thicket was becoming insurmountable, I saw a meadow opening in front of me in a short
distance. I fought myself from the grasp of the last obstructing branches and stepped onto the field.

The meadow opening up in front of me wore the yellow rust of Autumn but was still stunningly beautiful. In
front, it lowered slightly towards a hilly terrain and a lake in the horizon. All around, the forest was mounting up the
hill, circling the area in colours of okra and burning orange. Over the trees. the horizon was joint with the light blue-
sky,  navigated  calmly  by a  scattered  cloud  here  and there.  For  a  moment,  I  merely  soaked the  sight  in.  Then
remembering why I had arrived at the place, I took the notebook from my pocket.

I flipped the pages franticly until finding the right one. The writing was scruffy, more awkward and fumbling
than Roope’s handwriting. The writing on the page referred to the east side of the field, where a large stone huddle
was standing right at the edge of the forest. Closing in on the stones, I began to pay attention to the odd arrangement
they were in, set in such a regular pattern that it was almost impossible to see it as nature’s blind contribution.

I continued according to the notes in the book, heading past the stone assembly and into the forest. Unlike
the forest path I had taken before to arrive at the meadow, this part of the forest was so thick leafed that almost no
sunlight got filtered through to its shade. I walked through the foliage until I got to a rocky cove, opening like the
jaws of an aeonic beast in the middle of the forest. Twenty meters away, on the side of the down sloping rock, next to
a wooden pole stood an abandoned looking electric room. It had most likely been cut off the main grid for years, with
black and yellow graffiti decorating its sides. Getting closer, I suddenly noticed the sun to be about to set, colouring
the horizon with red and purple like a giant canvas. With the growing shadows groping the electric room’s corners, I
noticed a yellow sprayed text among the graffiti.

Songs that the Hyades shall sing
Where flap the tatters of the King
Must die unheard in
Dim Carcosa

  The electric room did not appear as normal in the middle of the forest anymore. I focused my 
sight on the door of the room. It had originally been closed with a padlock that now was hanging broken or

forfeited underneath the handle. I suddenly got an obsessive desire to open the door and see inside. Just a bit…
Suddenly I awoke to the fact that I was gripping the door handle with my palm. With an outcry I released my

hand and backed away from the door. I looked around. The sun that just a moment ago was still high over the horizon
had almost disappeared behind it.

Shaking, I pulled the notebook from my pocket and searched the right page, then continuing past the room,
even though my steps were feeling weak.

I know not for how long I walked. I seem to have lost my sense of time as I stepped into that part of the forest. My
thoughts were confused and delirious. As I try to remember details from the last part, I reach only flashes of trees, of
a setting sun (or where there two?) and black stars. I can’t remember which way I walked. All I know is that suddenly
I was standing a few steps away from a ramshackled wooden house on the edge of a lake.

The door creaked as in protest when I pushed it open. I stepped in, reaching for the flashlight in my back
bag. Pressing the button on the ide of the device, I was able to shred a narrow strip of light into the encompassing
darkness. Following it, I began to search the building further.

A sudden sound coming from upstairs made me stop on my heels. It was followed by a muffled clatter and
then a deep silence. For a moment, I stood in place, not daring to move. Feeling my legs, I was able to bring life into
them only with great difficulty. I steered the light to my left and saw a dark wooden staircase leading to the second
floor.



I climbed the creaking steps with care, all the time mindful of where I laid my feet. At the top I spun the light
in all directions. I noticed a door ajar and after pushing it fully open, I scrambled the light across the room behind it.
Moistness decorated the walls and a raggedy old rug laid on the floor like the carcass remains of a dead animal.
Stepping inside, I pointed the light to a nearby corner. Something black streaked across the room towards me. Before
I had time to react, it had slipped through between my knees and hurled down the stairs. After calming down my
heartbeat, I took a better look from where the cat had run out. In front of me stood a bookshelf, which still sheltered a
few scattered books. One of the books was lying on the floor, with its covers gone. I lifted the book in my hands and
blew the upper most layer of dust from the first page.

Act 1. Scene 2. 

These are the only words I recall. My next recollection is the book falling from my hands, pushing it away
like some repulsive creature. I ran out of the room and the stairs down. Outside, the burning sun is sinking to the
bottom of the lake with its twin, black stars fill the sky, and I am left here, waiting for the arrival of the King.

Dark are the waves that break Hali’s side
Dark towers behind the strange moons hide
I wake up alone in
Lost Carcosa

No sound is made, even the wind waits
No life is present inside these gates
Silent still is
Dim Carcosa

My voice is dead, lost is my mind
I see the truth, yet I am blind
Darker still is 
Strange Carcosa

My senses fail, the King is here
On these ancient streets, gone is my fear
Embracing me
In Carcosa

APPENDIX: 

26.10.201X

Miss K arrived today to Pitkäniemi to be treated for manic behavior and an apparent nervous breakdown. She was
found wandering in a forest near Nokia in a confused state of mind, holding a leather-bound book against her chest.
She had raved about yellow colour, an invisible child and of a feeling that has no name. A sixth-year medical student
at Tampere University, K had earlier in the year been interning in Pitkäniemi but had had her internship discontinued
due to  a  regrettable  set  of  circumstances.  According  to  the  statement  by  the  university,  after  discontinuing the
internship, K has been on a sick leave from her studies. The effect of the discontinuation for the collapse of K’s
condition is to be explored.



28.10.201X

Miss K has been in treatment for two days. Her mental health has taken a turn for the worse. The last two days she
has been crawling around her room, screaming for the walls to be two yellow. Moving to another room is under
consideration. The book in her possession has with further researched been discovered as a notebook by an ex-patient
of this hospital. K seems to have continued writing in the notebook. Research concerning the notebook continues.

Pertti Marttinen
Head doctor



Don’t Call The Bees…
By Subham Talukdar

Don’t call the bees…
When a starving toddler would be waiting for his gene,
Scratches on his palm will give him no meal,
Loins would consider jeans and Jacobs to be mean,
Will God in my bathroom still expect me to kneel?
Don’t awake the bees…
For the children convinced from portrait in picture book,
Parents are the best killers who stab you with lives,
They try to fulfill their expectations present in all nook,
What you expect us to pick? Palate spoon or knives?
Don’t call the bees…
If… You see me crying at the beginning of the dawn,
Destiny destroys mass for a hipster's fate,
No sage in bed saves humanity than bequeathing moan, 
Frauds never lie, they rather encourage you to get inmate.
Don’t call the bees…
After I had been cheated by my lover,
They never demean my work but Compare,
Let me kill the bee for you in a sadistic flavour,
You love others in my way, how I taught you this despair?
But call the bees…
When I am left with no one to kiss,
And for once my kisses will make my pallbearers shy,
Photo covers, fabrics, my funeral will eradicate all disease.
Mayn't soul exist, may my art win which my betrayers can never deny.

Butcher’s Table Bound
By Valkyrie Kerry

Primus

He told me to wait, butcher's table bound,
I had little choice; bloodied limbs scattered.
Abattoir's strong stench, biting my nostrils,
clothes struggle shredded, guarded by a hound.
Quick thinking my gain, crafty words flattered,
the giant brute's ego, having watched his kills.
Unexpected peace, strange new sensations,
escaping escapes, as Stockholm shattered.
Prisoner I am, soothed with elation,
pleasurably tied, subject to his thrills.

Secundus

Alone I have lived, culling guests,
unwanted types in my domain.
Punishing through my cleaver's pain,
farmer of man, killing my guests.
Mercy shown to her with the breasts,
unmoved by my stealth or marred face.
As I think, she is bound in place,
offering to stay, truth or lies?
Death in escape, if she dares try,
or suffer my need by my grace.



Delphinidea
By Andrew Darlington

Norbert Breakspeare was nine years old when ‘The Delphinidea’ slipped softly from the leash of gravity. He was
fascinated, watching its live onscreen separation from the International Space Station. Later he used his coloured pens
to illustrate the huge habitat, using reference features from his Dad’s tablet. Although Dad tends to flip the pages back
to the sports section. Norbert took sheets of white paper and sketched the central tank where the Phocoenidae could
socialize as a pod, and he colours it in rippling shades of blue, then the connecting tubes where they transit through
various monitoring modules. And the dishes that will transmit images and data back to the receding mother-world
during its thirty-year absence. He’d look at his sketch critically, this way and that. Then he’d tear it up and begin
again.

The idea of dolphins – even modified dolphins with smart-upgrades, going where it was considered too
hazardously tedious from humans to venture, seized his attention. A huge chunk of Earth’s ocean, a biosphere of fish
and sea-plants, spinning away towards a Martian orbital slingshot manoeuvre. And every now and then as months
pass, he’d catch a fleeting update or bulletin which would grab his attention all over again. He told Dad that Dolphins
were mammals,  although Dad merely grunts his  lack of interest.  Dolphins had once been land animals.  They’d
walked around, just as we walk around. But they’d decided to return to glide and frolic in the vast ocean depths. He
closed his eyes and tried to imagine what that must be like. He envied their freedom, their escape from gravity. As
their habitat crossed the asteroid belt he tried to take that conceptual leap with them. He was here, tied to this dull
drabness. But part of him was out there with them. Surging through the tides of space just as they’d done through the
shifting currents of the sea, sensing each change of mood against his skin.

The metastasizing of his father’s melanoma spread to his other organs. When he passed, Norbert inherited
the outfitters shop, largely by default. It was not what he’d wanted. It was not going to make his fortune overnight.
But tourists  provide a steady turnover in the small  north Yorkshire resort,  looking out over the cold North Sea.
Between customers,  his  mind wandered.  He wasn’t  sure of the exact control set-up.  The dolphins had cerebral-
implants, through which they could interact with the onboard computers. Did that mean they were prompted and
directed by the interface, or was there reciprocity, was it a two-way interaction, forming a kind of composite AI? He
couldn’t  tease out  the details,  and couldn’t  understand their  complexity.  Maybe the information was being kept
deliberately vague?

He’d known Melanie by sight since their schooldays. 
“I always liked you, Norbert. You were different from the other boys. More respectful.” Her eyes look tired. 
Not respectful, he thought. Just baffled, stupid, confused and tongue-tied. They were on nodding terms when

she began visiting the shop, making small purchases. At her suggestion they meet up at ‘The Sun And Moon’ on the
Market Street corner. It was much later that she confided she was pregnant, by Alton – who she’d met in the city. It
turned out he was already married. Norbert felt sorry for her plight. And a curious sense of responsibility too. He
moved into his father’s empty quarters, and she moved into his rooms a month before Sara was born. Sara – without
the ‘h’.

“You’re a good man, Norbert,” she told him. “I wish things were different. I wish I was different.”
The  ‘incident’ occurred  during  a  time  of  escalating  global  tension,  so  that  he  had  to  search  deep  for

information. Some kind of collision had happened as ‘The Delphinidea’ passed through the Saturn system, which
resulted in venting large amounts of water, forming an iceberg around the fore-section. Contact was lost for a long
period of time, and never fully resumes. Meanwhile, there was a limited exchange of nuclear weapons between two
Asian superpowers, a brief local war that nevertheless had global repercussions. Suspended particles blasted into the
atmosphere result in catastrophic ecological effects. A series of nuclear winters follow. The pestilence began among
survivors, and was initially considered a respiratory ailment, a kind of pneumoconiosis due to inhaling toxic dust. But
there was a viral component too. Despite massive international aid the contagion spread. 

“I want to start my life over again,” said Melanie sadly. She had to go away, first for a weekend, then for
longer periods, to care for an ailing aunt. Norbert knew that she’d never had an aunt, but didn’t say anything to
contradict the lie. In her lengthening absences he made Sara’s breakfast porridge, packed her lunch, made sure she’d
brushed her teeth, and walked her to school. In the evening they watch TV together or build palaces from Lego.



That summer Norbert did a brisk trade in umbrellas and fold-away rain-hats. ‘At least no-one’s talking about
Global  Warming,’ they  joke  in  grim northern  irony.  Later  there  was a  range of  filtering  facemasks,  until  nasal
implants became popular, small silver cylinders inserted up the nose which promise protection from micro-particles.
The lilac tree shading the small back garden died. Sara was beautiful. Rummaging in the dusty stockroom at the back
of the shop she came across a folder of the drawings he’d done as a boy. His father must have kept them, in a show of
unsuspected sentimentality. She looks at them, one by one. Then began drawing her own sketches of dolphins in a
spaceship, she colours them with bright felt-tips. Her dolphins wear fish-bowl space-helmets and walk on their tail-
fins. Norbert smiles. And he rarely smiles. Maybe that’s the way it is, maybe they do wear spacesuits aboard ‘The
Delphinidea’? Who knows?

“Some might say I have an over-active imagination,” he’d once told Melanie. “But it’s an ongoing challenge
to operate as a functional adult in our current world.”

The North Sea was so glassy it looks frozen. As if the tide itself has been brought to a stop. The tourist trade
was negligible. Norbert dressed up in his warmest clothes, hands thrust deep in his coat pockets, and strolls the
shingle from one end of the bay to the other. It seems ‘The Delphinidea’ had siphoned water from the fountains of
Enceladus, tapping into the subsurface water-ocean beneath the moon’s southern pole. He couldn’t understand why
they didn’t just melt the iceberg, and reuse the water suspended there. They must have their reasons. And had they
been stimulated to do that by prompts from Earth, or were they using their own initiatives? Dolphins can live for half-
a-century. Already there must be a second and perhaps even a third generation aboard the habitat, new young who’d
never known the home-world. They’d see things differently. Do they think of us as the distant creator-gods, or the
malevolent entities who’d exiled them to outer darkness? What was happening out there as they thread the moons of
Uranus? And what if there’d been infecting microbial life-forms swimming in the Enceladus ocean?

Enforced conscription was imposed soon after, a ‘temporary measure’ forced on European governments by
the continuing ‘emergency’. Norbert had no choice. He knew what he had to do. Sara was now old enough to run the
shop on a day-to-day basis, order new stock and deal with customers… until he returned. Melanie’s whereabouts
were uncertain. Once or twice she’d send an email, sending her love and best wishes. But no details of where she was
or what she was doing. He did a month’s basic induction training at Catterick, then was posted to what had been the
Bulgarian outposts. The Balkans were maintained as a frontier cordon sanitaire. Ragged refugee groups were not only
bringing economic problems but the contagion itself. Although – as infection seemed to be air-borne, he couldn’t
quite understand that reasoning. Yet the euro-military ruthlessly patrols the buffer-zone from a fortified series of
bunkers with extensive subterranean levels. 

He was assigned to  Captain  Marley’s  squad,  a  blunt  thickset  man.  Norbert  made a  quiet  conscientious
conscript, but largely his routine duties were monotonously tedious. There were reports of insurgent groups detained
or neutralised, helicopter battleship operations against mass-incursions, but he saw nothing of it. Only blurry and
unspecific digital footage, heavily treated and censored. During his free off-duty hours he hunts for updates from
space.

‘The Delphinidea’ was returning like an icy comet. They were all dead, and it was guiding on some kind of
homing instinct. Can computers have instinct? Sometimes coincidences can happen. Sometimes the impossible comes
true. Its approach was orbitally monitored, much as any near-Earth asteroid pass would be tracked for its hazard
potential. Except that this was erratic. Its velocity reducing. There were multiple adjusted estimates for its point of
collision. All of them were hopelessly wrong. It passed through the sky like the blazing Chelyabinsk meteor, and
struck with the seismic impact of a Tunguska strike. Near the Black Sea coast.

They promptly respond to the muster alerts. Captain Marley requisitions a copter with a squad of four armed
grunts, including Norbert. They ascend and head east. It’s the first time he’s seen the vast emptiness of desolate
mountains spattered with abandoned villages clustered around a decayed web of crude roads. There’s a silvery haze
ahead that dances in the gloomy daylight like suspended rain. The eeriness affects them all as they nose into the mist,
the thrumming of the rotors dulled into echoes. The landscape beneath has become cratered in a freezing wetland that
shimmers with vapours.

Norbert strains to glance ahead, trying to pierce the murk. Somewhere out there, ‘The Delphinidea’ has
crashed to Earth. It was strangely unsettling to think that the water he’s seeing is the melting remnants of the encasing
iceberg that survived and cushioned re-entry.

They were forced to climb the lip of the crater, then descend into the vast basin beyond in a disturbing
stillness. 



“I think they were aiming for the Mediterranean,” he ventured.
“We aren’t here to have opinions, Breakspeare,” rapped Marley. “We’re here to do a job.”
“If they were, they’re way off-target,” growled Dunbar, sitting to the rear.
“They, They… do you hear what you’re saying?” snapped Marley. “As though this space-junk was piloted.”
They can see its dark outline now. The far crater wall has been ruptured, and a column of water is erupting

through to flood the already-sodden floor. The impact must have severed a tributary of the Danube delta. As they take
a low pass over the wreck they can see that what’s left of the habitat is still impressive, rising in a medieval structure
of dark towers and ramparts glistening with traces of ice. It too is punctured and holed, venting torrents of water into
the swirling tide beneath. Skin-crawlingly alien. A ship that had navigated its way through the Saturn moon-system, a
living entity  that  had gone further  than any humans had ventured,  around freezing gas-giant  Uranus,  and back.
Crewed by Phocoenidae.

Emerging above the far side, the copter takes a tight curve. ‘I don’t like it’ spits Marley. ‘We blast it to hell.
Cauterize the area with flame. Decontaminate it.’

“No!” yells Norbert. He was sure he could see movement. Shapes in the cascades of water gouting from the
habitat. He sees absurd images in his head, dolphins wearing fish-bowl space-helmets and walking on their tail-fins.
He can see it as clearly as if he’d taken a sheet of white paper and sketched that central tank where the Phocoenidae
pod must have socialized, and the connecting tubes where they could transit through the various monitoring modules.
And the smashed dishes for transmitting images and data back to the mother-world. This world. Mentally he tears the
sheet up. This is real.

“What do you mean ‘no’, soldier?” barks Marley, half-rising from the contoured bucket-seat.
He blustered, stupid, confused and tongue-tied. ‘You said yourself, its nothing but space-junk.’
The craft was leveling. Missile launch-platforms already tilting, cued into position to deliver its glidebomb

payload. “So, do I blast it or don’t I?”
“This ain’t no democracy,” growls Marley. “We’ll liven up the place with some target practice. We’re not

here to debate the issue.”
He waited, tensed. “You’re a good man, Norbert,” Melanie had told him. And he had tried. All those years

and decades of repressing his feelings, assuming that role of passive acceptance. That long cold silence. The pilot was
lining up for the first run. His finger on the firing studs. Every man has his breaking point. No more! And Norbert
lunges. His arm snaking around the pilot’s neck, tightening hard, and wrenching back. A muffled grunt. Kicking out
within the confined space.  The copter lurches,  tilting crazily.  There was shock after shockwave as a barrage of
missiles blasts harmlessly over the wrecked ship, the salvo smashing into the crater wall in fierce detonations of
superheated flame.

Marley was on his feet, braced against the snapdoor curve. His first blow took Norbert staggering back, the
pilot collapsing over the console as the copter takes large lazy spirals above the surging water. Other arms are hauling
Norbert back, Dunbar and the rest pinioning him as Marley looms huge and aggressive, screaming his rage and
hatred.

“You’re busted soldier. You’re finished.”
Making choking strangled noises in his throat the pilot fought to regain control. Speeding down towards the

tide, leveling off, and climbing abruptly, hurtling towards the crater wall, then banking at the last moment. Easing
back in his seat,  spitting and massaging his throat.  Two of them were holding a sullen Norbert  down, his nose
bleeding.

“What was that?” yelled Marley. “What the hell was that all about?”
“It’s  their  turn now,” muttered Norbert  through his bruised mouth.  “We’ve had our turn.  Now it’s their

turn…”
Doing  solitary  in  his  punishment  cell,  awaiting  psychiatric  evaluation  and  courts-martial,  Norbert

Breakspeare sat cross-legged on the hard concrete floor. His jaw still ached. He was numb and confused. Only one
thing was clear. He’d seen them making their way from the ship into the flooding Danube tributary, from there they’d
make their way into the Black Sea, through the narrow neck of the Bosporus into the Mediterranean. They’d return to
glide and frolic in the vast ocean depths. He closed his eyes and tried to imagine what that must be like. He envied
their freedom, their escape from gravity. He envied their future.

Back in the shop between customers, Sara sketches dolphins…
Ends



the journey itself is home
By Ron Torrence

if
i

could
fly

i would skim low over twinkling water 
as far as the eye can see

if
i

could
sing

i would serenade under luminous moon 
as far as the ear can hear

if
i

could
paint

i would color sunrise sunset 
as far as the sky can go

twinkling water

luminous moon

sunrise sunset

habitats

of

my

mind



The Last Trip
By Tony Concannon

I stuck out my thumb and smiled at the driver of each car or truck that passed. I was on the side of a road on the
outskirts of Osaka on a Friday evening, trying to get one last ride for the day. On Sunday my former girlfriend Kaori
was marrying my best friend David in Yamaguchi, at the western tip of Honshu, the main island of Japan, and I was
on my way to tell her I still loved her. 

It was late July and hot and humid, even at six-thirty in the evening. Japan had no daylight savings
time and the sun was going down quickly. I was about to give up for the night and look for a cheap hotel when a
small white pickup truck swerved to the left and stopped about fifty feet beyond me. I grabbed my backpack and
jogged to the truck, the rear of which was filled with fruit. I opened the door and stuck my head in. The driver was a
thin Japanese man with short hair. His clothes were soiled.

“Thank you. I didn’t think anyone was going to stop,” I said in Japanese. I spoke the language fluently.
“Where are you going?” he asked. His Japanese was easy to understand. 
“Yamaguchi.” 
“Get in. I'll take you there.” 
I slid into the seat and closed the door.
“Anywhere’s okay,” I said. “I don’t have to be there until tomorrow.” 
“I’ll take you there.” 
He pulled out into the traffic and we were on our way.
“American?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“You can speak Japanese.”
“I’ve lived here for seven years.”
“In Osaka?”
“Tokyo. I hitchhiked from there today.”
“That’s 500 kilometers,” he said.

I nodded. “How about you? Do you live in Osaka?” 
“Takamatsu.”
“I know Takamatsu. I’ve been there.”
It was on Shikoku, the smallest of the main islands.
The man was quiet for a while and I thought about Kaori. She’d wanted to get married and I hadn’t.

That had been the problem.
I pulled out my road atlas and tried to follow the roads. The man turned on the cab light.. He’d made

numerous turns and we were on a dark road empty of traffic. 
“This is the first time I’ve seen a hitchhiker,” he said.
“I’ve hitchhiked all over Japan but I’ve never seen another one, either. This is the last time for me,

though. At least in Japan.”
“Why?”
“I’m going back to the United States.”
“When?”
“Next March.”
“Why?”
“It’s time,” I said after a moment.
“Did you cross over from Takamatsu today?” I asked.
He pointed his thumb at the back of the truck. “I came over today to sell these melons.”
“Do you have family in Takamatsu?” 
The man held up one finger. “One daughter. Eight years old.”
“And she’s home with your wife?”
“No wife. She ran off on me.”



I looked at his face.
“Who’s taking care of your daughter?”
“My mother.”
 By seven o’clock it was completely dark and I’d given up trying to follow the turns in the road atlas. I

kept looking out the window of the truck for a sign or a name that would let me know our location. I hadn’t taken the
man,  whose  name  was  Kasahara,  seriously  when  he’d  told  me  he’d  take  me  to  Yamaguchi  but  he  seemed  to
determined to do so. It was at least six hours away and that was on the highway, not on these back roads. He was
talking about Dale Carnegie, whose book he’d read. My Japanese was very good but I had to really concentrate to
follow what he was saying. The cab light was still on and I glanced at the man and suddenly noticed the tip of his left
little finger was missing. Chopping off the tip of your finger was a yakuza practice, done for atonement or apology, or
even as a punishment. There was something morbid about the finger and I couldn’t take my eyes off it. His hand
moved slightly up on the steering wheel and I suddenly noticed the tip of his ring finger was also missing. I turned
my head away and thought about Kaori again.

I wasn’t angry with David. He’d been with me on the night I’d first met Kaori and the three of us had
spent a lot of time together. Then he’d been there for her after I’d broken up with her. In retrospect I could see he’d
always been in love with her.

“You don’t have to take me all the way to Yamaguchi.” 
I’d been saying the same thing over and over.
“I’ll get you there.”

It had been over a half an hour since I noticed the two missing fingertips. I still had no idea where we were
or even what direction we were going. The long dark roads we were traveling down had no streetlights and it was
impossible to make out any of the signs that flashed by. I’d found why Kasahara preferred the back roads: he had no
driver’s license.

He went back to talking about Carnegie. Something about seeing things from the other person’s point
of view. I closed my eyes. 

 I woke suddenly. I’d nodded off in the van. Kasahara was still talking about Carnegie. I looked at my
watch. It was after eight o’clock. 

“Where are we?” I asked.
“Probably Hyogo,” he said.
He was flying down an empty road. 
“Be careful the police don’t pull you over now,” I said.
“They’re sleeping.”
I smiled.
“Look,” I said. “I’m tired and hungry and I have something important to do tomorrow. Anywhere I can

find a hotel is okay.”
“How are you going to get to Yamaguchi?”
“I can take a train. I don’t have to be there until one tomorrow.”
“Why are you going there?” he asked.
 It had been about a year after the breakup when I realized, or maybe admitted to myself, I was still in

love with Kaori. I’d gone to the States for a month, the first time in three years. By then most of my friends back
home were married, some even parents, and they weren’t around much to hang out with me. I ended up spending a lot
of time by myself, just pondering my life and where it was going. For the first time ever I felt alone and I found
myself constantly thinking about Kaori, who was the only woman I’d really loved. After that, I couldn’t get her out of
my head. She was David’s woman then, though, and she looked happy whenever I saw the two of them together. A
year later they were engaged.

“You can’t tell her you still love her,” Kasahara said.
I’d told him about Kaori.
“I’m going back to the United States for good next March and I’ll always regret it if I don’t.”
“Even if she still loves you, she’s made her decision. She’s marrying your best friend. You have to

support them.”



He’d turned off the light and I couldn’t see his face in the dark cab. I’d convinced him to drop me off
at the train station in Himeji. and we were in a more densely populated area. There were signs on the road now and
he’d stopped talking about Carnegie. Everything would have gone okay if he hadn’t run a stop sign. 

There was a police officer on the other side of the intersection and he waved Kasahara over. 
“I don’t have a license,” Kasahara told the police officer. Things changed quickly after that. Two police

cars arrived. Through the windshield I could see the police officers conferring. I looked at my watch. It was almost
ten o’clock and I’d been with Kasahara for over three hours. 

“I’m going to walk,” I said. “Thank you for the ride.”
“I’ll take you to the station.”

 “I’ll walk. Thank you.”
I got out of the truck with my backpack. None of the police officers said anything as I passed them.

Ahead of me there were lights and stores and I walked in that direction. I kept glancing back at the truck. I reached a
main road and asked a man where the station was. It was two blocks down on the right. I glanced back one last time
as I crossed the street. Surrounded by the police officers, Kasahara was getting out of the truck. I stopped on the
corner and watched as he was handcuffed and placed in the back seat of one of the police cars. The Japanese would
take driving without a license seriously.   

 I checked into a hotel across from the train station. Around the corner there was a small Chinese
restaurant still open and I stuffed myself on dumplings, fried rice, and beer. Before I went back to the hotel, I dropped
into the station to check the train schedule for the following day. I was done hitchhiking. Back at the hotel, I lay in
bed, thinking about Kaori and what Kasahara had said.

When I checked out of the hotel the next morning, the clerk told me where I could get a cup of coffee
and a good breakfast. I still didn't know what I was going to tell Kaori. I thought about skipping the wedding but I
couldn’t do that to David. In fact, I was supposed to make a speech for him since I was his best friend. I couldn’t do it
to Kaori, either.

I stayed at the coffee shop until it was time to walk over to the station to catch the train to Yamaguchi.
The train was half-empty and I had a window seat. When I’d first come to Japan, before I’d met Kaori, and even
before David and I had become best friends, I’d used to love riding the trains and staring out at the countryside. Now
it all looked the same to me. I kept thinking of Kasahara. At least it was summer and warm. I’d heard Japanese jails
had no heat.  I  wondered whether  his  mother  and his  daughter  back home in Takamatsu would be contacted.  I
wondered what had happened to his truck and the fruit in back. 

The train arrived in Yamaguchi at twelve-thirty. Kaori had agreed to meet me at one and she’d given
me the name of a coffee shop near my hotel and directions to it. It was only a ten-minute walk from the station. Even
though I was early, Kaori was waiting when I got there. She stood when I approached the table. We smiled at each
other. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of months and she looked different. 

“Are you ready to get married?” I asked her in English, the language we always used now. It was the
language she spoke with David, who’d never put much effort into learning Japanese.

“I hope so.”
“Your look different.”
“I lost ten pounds. I’m going to be wearing a wedding dress.”
“You’re going to be beautiful.”
“Thank you.”
We sat down. The waitress came over and I ordered an iced coffee. 
“I hitchhiked,” I said. “My last hitchhiking trip.”
“All the way here?”
“Just to Himeji. I stayed there last night and took the train. It was a crazy trip.”
“What happened?”
“My last ride of the day. This guy picked me up in Osaka and when I said I was going to Yamaguchi,

he said he’d take me there. All of a sudden we were on these back roads and the guy was talking about philosophy.
Then I noticed the tip of his little finger was cut off.”

I held up my hand and pointed at the finger.



“And then I noticed the tip of this finger was cut off.”
I pointed at the other finger.
“Was he a yakuza?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I think maybe he was used by the yakuza or something like that. But he

had no driver’s license and when he pulled into Himeji to drop me off, he ran a stop sign and there was a police
officer right there and he was arrested.”

“They didn’t arrest you?”
“I just walked away and the police didn’t say anything to me.”
“You were lucky.”
“I guess so. I felt bad for him.”
The waitress brought my iced coffee and I took a sip. Neither of us spoke for a moment.
“I guess you could say it was a good last trip,” I said.
“You’re really going back?”
“At the end of March.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Probably teach. Maybe look for something using Japanese.”
“Your Japanese is so good there must be plenty of jobs.”
“I don’t know. I might have to go to New York or California to do something like that. I don’t know

about Massachusetts.”
“I want to visit there someday.”
“You and David have to come.”
There was another silence.
“I thought you’d never leave Japan,” Kaori said.
“I did, too. I really loved living here.”
“You don’t like Japan anymore?”
I took another sip of coffee before I answered.
“It’s not Japan. It’s me. I’ve changed.”
“How have you changed?”
“What I want is different. I’m not going to find it here, I think.”
“What is it you want?”
Kasahara had told me not to tell her I still loved her.
“I don’t know. Something more than now. I can't express it.”
I smiled at her. 
“Enough talk about me,” I said. “How about you? Are you ready for everything?”
“No. Not at all.”
“Do your parents like David?”
“It’s still hard for my father, I think.”
“The more he gets to know him, the more he’ll like him.”
“I hope so.”
“Everything’ll be fine.”
She told me about the wedding. Then it was time to go. I was meeting David for drinks later. He had

brought my clothes for the wedding since I had wanted to hitchhike. And I needed to think a little more about my
speech. I gave Kaori a hug and we parted. She hadn't asked me why I’d wanted to see her in the first place. As I
walked to my hotel, I wondered how Kasahara was doing. 

Ends





The Battle of the Proverbs (and Idioms)
By I.B. Rad

Though the truly poor don't have 'a pot to pee in,'
some middle class folks smugly admonish, 
'Waste not, want not' 
for 'A penny saved is a penny earned,'
and, after rattling on about 'teaching the poor to fish'
so we don't rely on their generosity,
they habitually resolve our condition by, 
'And God helps those who help themselves.'
At any rate, for the most part, 
to them It's simply 'Out of sight, out of mind;'
yet, when we do come into view,
those Good Samaritans disdainfully grumble 
we're infesting their city's slums
and subsequently 'tar and feather' us 
as 'welfare queens' or 'public enemy number one,'
finally jibing our destitution is due to inherent flaws
like, 'A fool and his money are soon parted' 
or you're just blowing dough on 'feeding a habit.'
Then, if we take exception
and point out 'You can't judge a book by it's cover,'
they just jabber on with,
'If the shoe fits, wear it,'
or 'A rose by any other name smells the same.'
And subsequently, if we protest anew, 
they loudly advise,
'Don't make a mountain out of a molehill,' 
or 'Let sleeping dogs lie,' 
or finally, that we should simply tell ourselves, 
'Sticks and stones may break my bones
but words will never hurt me.'
Well, in the end 
I'd like to 'paint a pretty picture' 
and 'run off at the mouth' 
about the 'nobility of poverty;'
but there's little to be had 
from 'whitewashing the truth,' 
so I'll simply add, 
that the only earth 'the meek will inherit' is 'six feet under' 
and that 'the long and short of it's,'
there's little use ''trying to put lipstick on a pig'
or to put the matter another way,  
'You can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear.'  

Note: Any inspiration derived from Pieter Brueghel's paintings, Netherlandish Proverbs and
The Fight Between Carnival and Lent is joyfully acknowledged.



Blue Spot Mystery Puts ‘Blight’ On Home
By Neil K. Henderson

It all started with a blotchy blue spot on Benjamin Humbrodie’s kitchen tap. (That’s a faucet in America.) Benjamin
didn’t think much of it at the time, even although he was at a loss for an explanation. It was only when he found
several more blue blotches – all the size of a large coin – in his bathroom, that he began to take notice. Then more
blue spots appeared through the night in his bedroom, and by morning the whole house was infested.

“I  knew  I  should  call  someone  in  authority,”  he  told  us,  “but  I  couldn’t  think  who.  The  police?  The
Samaritans? A plumber? Eventually I called Environmental Health and they sent round a couple of guys. The nice
one just sat and ate all my biscuits, but the nasty one kept badgering me. Had I ever worked in a paint factory? What
about a dye works? Was I sure? Was I absolutely sure? By the time they left, I was rattled.”

And he still had blue spots everywhere. He called in a plumber and a plasterer, but they couldn’t trace the
source.  Then his routine dental check fell due. “Frankly, I was glad to get out of the house. I hadn’t had much
motivation. Usually I get a clean bill of health, but this time the dentist said, ‘You’ve some patches of coloured plaque
here and there. Too many blueberry muffins, by the look.’ I was about to say, ‘But I don’t like blueberry muffins...’
when the penny dropped.”

The Environmental team confirmed the blue bacteria. “All we can do,” they told Mr Humbrodie, “is seed a
sample on the outside of the house and surround it with nutrients, so that it draws the other blotches to it and they
form one giant blue spot. Then all you have to do is become famous and die, and the blue plaque is there already.”

And that’s where YOU, the reader, can help. Join our ‘MAKE BENJAMIN FAMOUS’ campaign and ‘Blue
Spot Ben’ will soon be a household name. Send us your Benjamin Humbrodie stories, and shots of him in unusual
situations, and we’ll give a cash prize for the best. Remember, the more outrageous they are, the quicker he’ll be
famous – so he can’t complain!

For Benjamin Humbrodie, the sky – or at least the outside wall – is the limit. In fact, the blotches in his house
have turned out less of a ‘blight’ than a blue light on an otherwise humdrum life. So shine on, you blotchy diamond!
Your time has surely come.
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