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Inside the Whale
By Sobia Ali
Jonah flopped on the floor of the whale's belly. It was dark and viscid there. He waited with
patience. Fishes came between long pauses. He cast around his hands. He caught nothing. On the
third day, he got lucky. A small fish slipped into his hands. He fumbled in his shirt pocket for the
knife. He cut a large piece. Except it tasted a bit sour, it was better than cooked. He ate not much,
just enough to fill the hollow in his belly. He wrapped up the remaining fish in a piece of cloth torn
from his shirt. Jonah secured it under his head. He napped. He woke with the hard, dry land under
him. He had been vomited out. The sun was out in the sky, hot as ever.

Up
By Roy Duffield
The only way out
is up
through the hole
in the top
The only way down
(to stop)
is ride the balloon
till it pops.

Confession of
the poetical firefly to
muse-butterfly of poesy
By Paweł Markiewicz
You must excuse me. You dear dreamer!
I have overly felt my dreamery about Golden Fleece.
I built my small paradise without any other ontological beings.
I based the dreamiest sempiternity on tenderness of my wings.
Thus. I painted my wings in color of an ambrosia.
Withal: I liked dew of dawns for the sake of elves.
I loved too much the wizardry of mayhap meek Erlkings.
I had to read many fairy tales of the Winter Queen.
I have enchanted your night rainbow.
I have become a magician of dawn.
I loved the Morning Starlet – the propitious Venus.
I collected all shooting stars after a dreamier night.
Excuse me. My dear butterfly
fulfilled in same afterglow
and bewitched by lights of moonlit and
starlit nights!
Let us dream over night!
Unto an epiphany of first
angels of red sky in
the morning.

Run Away
By Jasmin Zuchold
Turning the knob and walking out of the door in front of me,
Running away into the summer evening
Seeing the night's landscape, its dazzling lights turn into a blur
Casting a glance backwards, with no regrets
If only I could –
If only there was no danger
Nothing to return to
No responsibilities
No need to be anyone but myself
If only running away –
Led me somewhere
If only –
The summer evening kept the promise
Carried in its scent
Of an adventure
And of a place for those without a place to rest their heads.
Dreaming of living in near-careless youth
Where there's no need to dream life away
Sleepovers at empty cinemas, like the stories all say
To feel happiness, dangling feet into swimming pools
When the sun has already set.
Growing older makes me wish to run away
Into the way adolescence never was for me
And except on summer evenings,
Life demystifies running away.
Running away without even stepping out of the door;
Running away into a reality that never was
Into a reality that is no reality at all
Into a tale so often told, yet never lived.
Perhaps the wish of
Running towards something
Was in truth always
The wish to run from everything
Or maybe all I want
Is for someone to run beside me
Not just for part of the way –
All the way to the end.

‘Space Carrots’ Could Be Dicey
Reports Neil K. Henderson
The craze to grow the latest ‘fashion plant’ all began when TV soap star Herpia Hankinson,
famous as green-fingered ‘Fern Lackaday’ in the series Tendril Moments, used some weirdlooking growths in an episode of her show. Immediately, ‘Space Carrots’ were a must-have for
everyone. These huge, violently coloured fronds – more like parrots or birds of paradise than
vegetables – can reach the size of trees, growing from deep, carrot-like roots that burrow further
into the earth than the height of the plant.
“They’re so colourful,” gushed a beaming lady gardener, “like iridescent fringes blowing
in the breeze – kind of soothing and artistic. They really lift your mood. The trouble is, once
you’ve seen one, you’ve got to have it. And the more you have, the more you want.”
Indeed, some gardens look more like psychedelic forests than flower plots, giving some
idea of what ‘Space Carrots’ would look like in the wilds of their fictional planet. Of course,
like so-called ‘African Violets’, they are the product of bio-laboratories and not Mother Nature.
And as such, they are not without risk. While every seed packet carries a warning against eating
the root of the ‘carrot’, cooked or raw, housing chiefs are more concerned that whole estates
could be disappearing under multi-coloured feathery foliage, possibly to collapse into tunnels
bored by the same ‘space roots’.
“It’s like The Day Of The Triffids,” said one. “If these things learn to walk, we’re
doomed.”
“Groovy, but slowly,” said another.
Bernard Loretsection of the company behind the plants dismissed such claims as hysteria.
“We warned people not to eat the roots,” he told us, “but these guys are out of their trees.
‘Space Carrots’ are totally harmless if they’re grown responsibly. All they need is plenty of
space – hence the name. It’s not rocket science.”
Be that as it may, Herpia Hankinson is coming under fire from ecologists for encouraging
irresponsible horticultural expressiveness.
“I am an actress,” she insisted. “I have to remain true to my character. If Fern wants to
grow ‘Space Carrots’, then we have ‘Space Carrots’ in the show.”
TV producers have announced that the show is being ‘rested’ while Herpia’s ‘actress’
claim is investigated.

Marie
By Valkyrie Kelly
The cutest girl you have ever seen.
Innocent and bewitching,
Long black hair and deep blue eyes.
Pretty smile and softly spoken,
But even roses have thorns.
When love hit her heart, it woke the thistle.
She chose a man, rough in nature,
Rugged in looks.
Grubby mechanic,
With an attitude.
The cutest girl you have ever seen.
Naming her sweetheart, 'Bunny.'
Long limbs cradling him in delicate arms,
Offering the heat of kindness,
Until he softened and the thorns sharpened.
Love bites evolved into bites,
Scratches tore his back,
Riled with passion.
Safety cuffs replaced with cuffs,
Rope replaced with chain,
She tied Bunny.
The cutest girl you have ever seen.
Growing in sensitivity and love.
Long nights worrying that she would lose her man,
Long days filled with ill-temper,
Amorous nights.
Bunny submitted eagerly to her games,
Bunny aroused her darkest thistle.
No other woman could have him.
Chained one night in a passionate embrace,
Marie's cruel nails bit his cheek,
Knives for fingers.
The nails encircled his screams,
Buried deep in blood,
And peeled the skin from his face.
For no other woman could have him.

Julia’s Joy
By DJ Tyrer
A graveyard isn’t a place for joy. Sombre introspection, perhaps, or grief, even numbness at
incomprehensible loss, but not joy. That’s why they look the way they do. Even when you
celebrate the memory of a loved one, it is tinged with sadness, a remembrance of what is now
lost. Not joy that they are gone.
I felt out of place standing amongst the grey stones. I felt joy and you just aren’t
supposed to feel that here. Which was why I’d avoided the funeral itself. I’d been invited, been
expected, but couldn’t make myself go and pretend to be all solemn and sad as you’re meant to
be. And, I certainly wasn’t going to go and celebrate in front of them! They wouldn’t have
understood, would’ve thought I was mad.
Could I have made them understand? I don’t know. I doubt it. How can you make
someone understand that someone they love is really a monster? That someone they thought
they knew was actually someone quite different? It’s taken me years to reconcile the two
images I held in my mind – the loving, doting father and the disgusting pervert – and
understand that the one was just a mask worn by the other. I experienced the truth and it was
difficult for me to understand; how could I explain it to my mother?
I coped for years by pretending the truth was a nightmare best forgotten, pretending it
never happened. It tore me apart, drove me halfway to crazy. Acceptance saved me, even if
understanding continues to elude me.
Now, he is dead. Gone. No longer part of my life.
I am free. Free to move on. He is nothing but a memory, now, and unlike the truth that
couldn’t be laid aside, I could let him go. He doesn't own me any longer. There would be no
‘one last time’ after another; no more guilt and confusion; no fear. No need to face him and
pretend. He is dead. I can move on.
That is why I am here. To make certain. To prove to myself that he truly is gone. That I
truly am free.
I stand amongst the graves, silent and alone, staring at the fresh mound of earth. A
temporary wooden marker placed at its head with my father’s name on it. It’s more than he
deserves, but I know Mum will replace it with a stone. Doubtless she’ll want it to bear an
inscription like ‘Beloved husband and father’. I may even agree to it, I don’t know. Wouldn’t it
be better to maintain the lie a little longer to keep her happy? Maybe...
There’s a drizzle. It’s the sort of weather you expect at a funeral, as if the sky is weeping
for the deceased. Only, I’m not crying; I’m grinning. Despite the rain, the world seems brighter.
The wet cannot dampen my spirits.
My phone bleeps. A text.
You missed funeral. You ok? Luv, Mum. xx
Am I okay?
I press buttons.
Im ok. CU l8er. Luv Julia. xx
Yes, I am okay. At last...
Ends

revenge bedtime
procrastination
By Nico Drinkwine

Treading Water
By I.B. Rad

Let it be known,
of the ground, I never was.
I claimed my nights!
from the tyrants of the clock.
and my feet escaped
the lies of their land!

It was sink or swim
so mostly they all swam,
some, buoyant as a cork,
a few, even Olympic class,
but now they doze,
slumped over
on rows of wheelchairs;
passively treading water,
patiently awaiting
some angel of mercy
to drain the pool.

Circle of Crows

I’ll Never Shop Again

By Meg Smith

By Jimmy Broccoli

If I must, (and I must)
morning is when I’ll fall
into my own six-foot pit.

Bid us into the ring of trees by the roadside.
These stones are not of our gathering,
but we will welcome them, too.
The rush of leaves from October's wind
are not of our choosing,
but we will make use of them.
We have unearthed this place,
seeking seeds and fallen grass.
Our song does not beckon twilight,
but it comes all the same.
Our chatter and gossip builds the day,
call by call, that has now fallen.

There is a dead man in Kmart, on aisle 8
The blue light specials litter the floor around him
Where he fell
The man’s face is bathed in the blue light
He looks kind of like a clown
An unfunny clown
A man in a torn leather jacket
Heavy-footed, steps over him
There is a sale on underwear

Running Coyote and Fallen Star
By Gavin Boyter
Leopold Wainwright III – lifelong off-grid eccentric and illegal distiller of unreasonably strong spirits –
woke to the sound of his front door being mercilessly assaulted. It must be early – Duke the rooster had
not yet crowed in that insistent way that sent Leo lurching downstairs with momentarily murderous
intent, particularly on mornings after sampling a new batch of moonshine.
He tore open his front door and shouted at the trespassers, who were triply indistinct because Leo
couldn’t find his spectacles, was hungover and the screen door pixelated everything.
“Who in Satan’s name are you? What are doing on my porch?”
Two figures, both slender and petite. Women?
“Mister, please, you gotta let us in. We ran out of gas.”
Leo wasn’t falling for that. Nine months previously, Mrs Gantry, who ran the pet store in town,
was robbed at knifepoint after she took pity on a drifter with an empty guitar case he quickly filled with
all her valuables (precious little, as it happened, so he took her head too).
“I have a loaded shotgun and I don’t see well enough to just wing you!” he replied.
Leo heard a vehicle approaching along the dirt track that led up from the highway. Given his
deliberately remote location, Leo knew the second car was unlikely to betoken anything good.
“Round the back so I can get a look at you”, Leo ordered, grabbing the shotgun he kept by the
door, which hadn’t fired properly for several years.
The mystery couple raced around the building as the approaching car skidded to a halt. Leo
squinted through the back-door spyhole and saw two dishevelled women, one with bright blue hair, the
other sporting a nose ring and a fierce expression. They looked like bad news but the sudden rap upon
the front door sounded worse. The dark-haired woman, who looked half Native American, was cradling
something in her arms. A baby? Might be a scam, thought Leo, a doll swaddled to elicit sympathy.
“Please, we need somewhere to hide. The Feds want to take my baby.”
Leo shuttled through a series of assumptions and counter-assumptions. He was fiercely antiestablishment, plus the woman’s story was so peculiar it might just be true.
“FBI! Let us in.” The tone and mandatory warning were familiar. Leo had just seconds to act.
He opened the back door on its chain. The women were scarcely in their twenties, desperate and afraid.
“Lean-to out back. Take a couple of jars, fill your tank. Now run!”
The door burst in behind Leo as he heard the fugitives race away.
***
Running Coyote made it to the sheds first, with the baby held firmly to her chest. Melanie limped behind
her, wondering how her day had gone so badly wrong. A social worker who’d come on a routine evening
call to visit single mum Coyote, she’d taken one look at the baby and had known that the hysterical story
the native American had told her might just be true. They’d driven through the night before the Feds had
caught up with them.
Coyote pulled open the first door, revealing a cloud of flies and a stench that was far from
sanitary. The john. She gagged and joined Mel as she entered the larger shed, which was dark and dank.
There must be cans of gasoline somewhere. Mel found a switch; a dim bulb flickered on. The lean-to
contained only a home-made still and a shelf of demijohns full of clear liquid. The air was thick with the
ferment of mashed barley.
Mel unplugged a jar and recoiled at the smell of 80-proof alcohol.
“Jeez – man, this’ll blind you.”

Coyote looked panicky, her baby growing restless, gurgling slightly. “There’s no gas, is there?
He tricked us,” she said, wondering why Mel was smiling.
“Nope,” said Mel, holding out a hammer and a six-inch nail. Can you get to their vehicle unseen
if I take the kid?”
Now it was Coyote’s turn to run the risks. She nodded, handing Fallen Star over. Raised voices
issued from the shack. It wouldn’t be long before the Feds checked the outhouses.
Coyote used the skills her grandfather had taught her, dashing with grace and speed between red
rocky outcrops until only a 20-yard sprint stood between her and the Fed’s black sedan. A whirl of
windblown dust provided the necessary cover. Moments later she crouched behind the car, took a deep
breath, and drove the nail into the tyre. It burst with a low pop and Coyote raced to her own car, a
ramshackle 1972 Oldsmobile, where Mel was emptying a second demijohn into the tank.
“Will this work?” Coyote hissed, climbing behind the wheel as Mel tossed the jar aside and slid
into the passenger seat, holding firmly onto Fallen Star, who was mewling softly.
Coyote gunned the engine, which spluttered inconclusively. The front door of the shack opened
and two impressively tall men in dark suits emerged, eyes shaded behind standard issue Ray Bans.
“Stop where you are!” shouted one, raising his gun. Coyote turned the key again. The starter
struggled, then the engine abruptly rumbled into life.
A warning shot blasted over their heads.
“They won’t risk harming him!” Mel reassured Coyote as she span the Oldsmobile, throwing up
a spiral of dust. The Feds had jumped into their own vehicle.
“They’d better fucking not” hissed Coyote, as they tore away down the track, through the baked
red brutality of the Utah badlands.
Growing restless in Mel’s arms was the beautiful, strange hybrid Coyote had brought into the
world, his wings struggling to unfurl, his green lizard eyes alive with intelligence, his voice like the
music of distant nebulae – not crying so much as singing his frustration. Mel turned to see the Fed’s car
skid as it skittered three-wheeled behind them, losing pace.
They would make it to the border, where their strange little family could spread its wings, Fallen
Star literally. Evolution couldn’t be stopped — love would have its way.
Ends

The Puncture Wound
By Neil K Spencer
John opened his eyes with a start. He sat up quickly and scanned the room with his eyes. It was square
shaped. The darkness meant he couldn’t see anything other than that.
‘Hello?’ He shouted out, a touch of panic in his voice.
He made his way around the dark room, feeling for a door. The walls were smooth and made
of metal. The metal was cool but not cold, like he was in some kind of refrigeration unit. It didn’t take
him long to find his way around all four walls. There was no door. He took a step away from the wall in
front of him, as panic began to rise inside him again.
‘Hello?’ He shouted once more, ‘Let me out of here!’ The final words he almost screamed.
Suddenly the lights came on. They were bright, so bright he thought they’d blind him. Then
he heard a door slam. He still couldn’t see it, but he heard it, it was loud like a bell. He took a step
forward towards the sound.
‘Hello?’ His voice uneasy.
Something grabbed him by his ankle. He fell backwards with a thud as it pulled at him and
dragged him out of the room.
Although John’s vision had returned, he still couldn’t make thinks out properly. It seemed he
was now in a tunnel but he couldn’t be sure, he was disorientated and everything was spinning. The
tunnel, also walled with metal, seemed to be lit but he couldn’t tell from where the light came. As his
unseen captor continued to drag him forward, John began to be consumed by a feeling of nausea.
Eventually the tunnel came to an end and opened out into another room. It was a dome shaped
room, again the walls seemed to be metal. The room was brightly lit but again John couldn’t see any
lights.
Without warning, the hand of his unseen captor pulled him up from the ground and threw him
onto a hard surface. John wasn’t enormous but he wasn’t a small build either, his captor was strong, very
strong, he wouldn’t be fighting his way out.
Although still disorientated, he soon realised the hard surface he was on was a table, again
made of metal. It was cold, the table, the room, everything, he could feel his teeth begin to chatter. He
tried to sit up but before he could, some kind of wire strapped itself around his ankles and across his belly
and forearms, holding him in place. Next something attached itself to the back of his head, some kind of
suction device. He could feel pain as the device pulled on his hair, it was strong and he soon found he
could no longer move his head.
Then his captor came into view. He could feel his eyes widen as he realised what he was
seeing. John’s captor was looking down on him. His skin was pale but dark, a dirty grey colour. He was
slim and bony, a gangly frame, about 6ft high. His head, a perfect circle, was sat on top of a shortsquashed neck that attached it to his body. His mouth was a small circle with zero sign of lips or teeth.
He had no real nose, just two tiny holes for nostrils that were slightly protruded from the rest of his face.
His eyes were double that of a human, with black centres and snow white sclerae.
John’s captor, an inhuman creature, stared down at him with zero emotion. His captor tilted its
head to change its gaze. With his own eyes he followed, two more creatures appeared, identical to his
captor. One of them held something in his hand. At first, he couldn’t make out what it was, then as the
creature moved closer it became clear. It was a small drill, at least, that’s how it appeared. The creature
holding the drill moved closer towards him.
‘NO! Wait, please!’ He called out in desperation.

The creature paid him little attention as it placed the drill beside his neck. It pressed on it with
a long bony finger. Something sharp punctured his neck. A few moments passed before the creature took
a step back, taking the drill with it, only it wasn’t a drill it was a syringe. Whatever had been in it had an
instant effect. His body seemed to disappear from his mind, he could no longer feel anything but he could
see all.
The creature that had first brought him there bend over his body and with a small blade began
to cut away his clothes. Once he was naked the creature turned its attention to his exposed chest. It
placed the blade just below the centre of his collar bone.
‘No! NO! NO! Wait don’t! Please stooopp! He screamed as the creature began to cut him.
He could feel nothing but he had a full view of what was happening. The creature quickly cut
open his chest and exposed his internal organs. All three creatures leaned in for a closer look. They were
clearly fixated on his internal organs, they seemed to show particular interest to his heart and lungs. One
of the creatures extended the index finger of their right hand and began to rub it against his beating heart.
Then in unison they turned to face him. They moved to his face. The one with the blade tilted
its head and began to move the blade towards his right eye. He couldn’t move, his eyes were fixed in a
stare. All he could do was scream. With all the power of his voice he screamed out as the creature began
to cut into his eye. Blood began to cover his face; he could feel it enter his nose and mouth. Then it
started to cover his left eye, blinding him. Soon everything was black and the last thing he remembered
was his own screams.
John opened his eyes with a start. He sat up quickly. He could move again, the first thing he
did was push his hands to his chest, nothing wrong. Then he placed his hands on his eyes, they were fine.
He looked around, he was sitting in some long grass, it was night time and the sky was filled with
sparkling stars. Had he been dreaming? It was then he realised he was naked. He quickly placed a hand
to his neck searching. He checked all over, nothing, relief began to fill him but then he froze. He took a
slow breath as he realised, he’d found the puncture wound.
The End
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Bless the Inventors
By Joan Mazza
who stayed awake to figure out how to
make a box inside a home stay cold,
separate area for freezing leftovers,
translated the cooling principles
to whole houses. Bless the team
who invented the dishwasher,
bless those who engineered selfcleaning ovens, cool LED lights.
Thank you for sneakers, adjustable
walking sticks, Velcro, titanium
replacements for knees and hips,
progressive glasses and wordprocessing. Thank you to the boys
who worked through the night, obsessed
with computers, processors, icons,
who gave me the Internet, instant access
to synonyms, history, precise names
of plants and animals by image search.
Oh, thank you for audiobooks, dentists,
indoor plumbing, flush toilets, anesthesia,
hearing aids, for sheets of Egyptian
cotton, recliners, and coffee. Blessings
to all the people I’ve never met who
have made my aging joyful, easy.

The Crossing
By Jeffrey Zable
I was on a bridge, thinking there could be a world on the other side,
a world that I could live in.
I walked to the end, but all I found was the beginning of another.
Crossing over was another, another, and another…
Finally, I stopped and peered over the edge thinking that maybe
there was another way to go.
On the water below, balancing on his fin, was a sad looking fish.
“Don’t even think of coming down here cause there’s crocodiles everywhere!”
“Thanks!” I responded, “but what do you do so they don’t get you?”
“I always keep moving and checking behind me. It’s not much of a life,
but it’s better than the alternative!”
After he dove into the water, I considered heading back from where
I began, but then remembered that I no longer remembered.
I continued on my way, crossing from one bridge to another…
Originally published in Misfit, 2019

Into The Yucatán
By Lorraine Caputo
The night rain eases
as vacationing families
& groves of teens
hurry to the lone car
Some wait
suitcases & bags of food surrounding them
for the locomotive to come
with a second car
They rush aboard it even before
this car jumps back
as the connection is made
Hanging off the rear
a lantern, green & red, smokes
under the dim florescent light
of the platform
Soon we begin to pull away
I hang outside the window
feeling the last remnants
of the rain stroke my face
We weave through railyards
past tanker cars & freight cars
empty passenger cars
following the series of tracks
that will take us into
the heart of the Yucatán
One last track to be switched
& we enter the approaching morning
Flying past fields fallen fallow
Many miles of brush-covered & treed flatlands
forever stretching on either side
Past a village of oval-shaped huts
with low cane walls
& steep high palm-thatch roofs
Windmills stand quiet
in the post-storm still
I nod in & out of sleep
on the clatter of rails
rhythmic & smooth
rocking & swaying

Another stop at another town
Then
Another expanse of plains
devoid of houses farm fields
devoid of roads
The low hand-hewn walls of Tekanto appear
parceling village from tracks
hut from hut
field from field from tracks
& past that small town they define
a rough red-earth road
from the endless
& dense jungle
Thin rows of henequen poke
through the wildness
A bound sheaf of freshly cut leaves
lays outside a break in the wall
& its stones overgrown overtaken
by the dense endless brush
Another village shatters the monotony
with its stone walls & windmills
& traditional huts
I stick my head out the window
to see where we have stopped
IZAMAL
Time to shove this notebook away into my bag
grab the knapsack from the overhead rack
& hop into the rain

Klauber and the Vixen
By Anke Laufer
Translation by Ruth Martin
My toes wriggle inside my slippers. They are leading a secret life under grey felt caps. Grey is the colour
of time and time’s wardrobe here knows very few changes.
Name: Eberhard Klauber. Resident at: Dammweg 17.
In an attempt to build trust, I offered the two uniformed men the chairs at my kitchen table, on
which lies a tape recorder. Its tiny red light blinks frantically. I would describe the older man’s expression
as openly contemptuous. The younger one seems more gracious; he is making handwritten notes as they
go.
They make another attempt: loaded questions, pit traps.
“One more time: you say she approached from the edge of the woods. And she was barefoot and
wearing a summer dress?”
“No, none of that’s right,” I say. Was I really so imprecise in what I said before? Unlikely. She
didn’t come from the woods. She came from where the snare of the approach road is strangling a
miniature wood of ash, birch and blackthorn trees. “She was running across the road, towards the fields.
And she wasn’t wearing a summer dress, it was a skirt. Muslin, I assume.” A wasted effort, the word won’t
stick.
Her skirt flickered, gorse yellow, over the brown clods with their sugar-dusting of frost. It was the
colours that caught my window-wandering eye that afternoon.
“And not barefoot; she was wearing white socks,” I add, hoping that the two of them will see that
this is much more alarming. Barefoot means healthy and hardy. But someone running across February
fields in little white socks is a sign of distress and desperation.
“Go on?”
The censor in my head gets out his red pen. I don’t mention the sloop-shaped bag slung over her
right shoulder, bouncing against her hip. “She took a line across the fields, heading diagonally towards the
entrance to the village.” Hunting terms feel entirely fitting at this juncture. I point in the direction of the
kitchen window, to the north west.
“She took a line?” The older man throws a glance at his colleague, raises an eyebrow and gets
something out of his pocket. The little screen in his hand lights up Arctic blue. A swipe of his forefinger
sends a rapid sequence of images shooting across it: they appear and vanish, appear and vanish. Every
second, another face tips over the black rim of the device. People don’t need words these days; they have
pictures. You point at pictures and stammer your way through the world.
“Is this her?” he asks, holding the mobile phone towards me. I see the pale face of a woman, her
hair combed severely back from her forehead.
“It is, and it isn’t.” The shape of the face is right, the lines between the nose and the corner of the
mouth, but not the expression.
“So it is her, then – or are you not sure?”
“It’s possible she might have looked like that at another time. But not that day.”
The older one slams his hand down on the kitchen table, making me jump. I listen out for sounds
in the house – but everything stays quiet.
“Mr Klauber, how long have you lived alone?” asks the younger one. I translate: he has some
understanding for the fact that I am lonely. Or mad, or both.
“Seven years,” I answer, truthfully.
***

I positioned myself where the garden wall ends, and then stepped out onto the pavement and into her path
as if by chance. Steady, steady, I told her.
***
“You were seen. You lay in wait for her and lured her into the house,” says the older one.
“I invited her in.”
“Why?”
“Why? She needed sanctuary. That much was obvious.”
“What?”
“Shelter,” I say.
“So why didn’t you say that?”
“Sanctuary is the more apposite word,” I say, holding his gaze. These days, people treat words like
wolves. If they come across one they don’t understand, they shoot at it.
***
“You’re cold. You need a cup of tea,” I said to her. A statement, not a question. When I want to, I can be
very simple.
A look, a flutter of the eyelids, teeth biting cracked lips ragged with cold and worries. She stood
there, panting clouds of steam and sizing me up. One false move, I thought, and she’ll turn tail and flee.
So I babbled some nonsense or other, took a few steps towards the house, peered back over my shoulder
and saw that she was following me, hesitant, sniffing the air.
I gave her a tour of the house – there must be time for this, I told myself – showed her Flora’s
room, which I had been planning to paint that day. It was a long time since I’d had any visitors. “Good
intentions and tins of paint,” I said to my visitor, “Well, you know.” This is where the elderly former
occupant of our house fell asleep for the last time in her armchair many years ago. Flora and I used to call
it the death room, the mausoleum, the crypt, and we laughed about it. Even after she fell ill. Flora and I,
we had this sense of humour. We’d first met at Brodsky’s graveside.
“The grave had a letter box, at one time,” I told my visitor. I had written a letter to the poet.
“That’s lovely,” she said. A brittle voice.
“Yes,” I said, trying to sound encouraging, heartening. She asked about Flora – for my sake, of
course. I pulled my memories out of the washing machine drum of the years: threadbare, greying rags.
Grey is the colour of time. It was Brodsky who said that.
“They’re renovating the apartment in St Petersburg where he grew up. But it’s going to take a
while,” I said.
“Why?”
“They found thirty-two different kinds of fungus in there.”
Her ambiguous smile. I went on with the tour. From the death room to the dog’s room, on to the
cold store, to the big view, and into the small living room where our bookshelves are. A finger pointing up
to the mezzanine storage level.
“The zone into which things vanish, never to be seen again.”
She asked for a break when we reached our urine-yellow tiled bathroom. I made use of the time
and ran back and forth trying to find woollen socks and Flora’s hot water bottle. Thoughts rattled around
my head like buttons in a tin can: get the electric kettle going, turn on all the radiators. Teacups. Sugar
lumps. A clean pan, bacon and eggs. When she was standing in the kitchen doorway I pulled myself
together and scattered a confetti of words over her tense shoulders, along with a little sentimental

nonsense, declaimed in my best chocolate voice, melting and dark, which appeases and comforts, subdues
and tames men and beasts alike, I told myself.
As I was pouring the tea, I looked out at the dark, empty fields. It had begun to snow, and the late
sky shone like a copper kettle. A thin, neon-bright stream of traffic pulsed on the dual carriageway.
“Did you get a reply?” she asked, meaning my letter to the dead poet.
“Flora was my reply,” I said. I had just thought that up. She drank the peppermint tea and ate her
eggs. Neither of us spoke. The house was silent apart from the tick-tock of the pendulum clock. She
smelled of limp winter weeds and roadside ditches, she exuded blood and pain, a hunted creature. You
don’t walk across February fields in summer socks without a compelling reason.
***
The younger one looks up from his notepad and exchanges a glance with the older one before turning to
me. “Mr Klauber, no one is accusing you of anything. But you need to tell us where we can find the
runaway. It’s important.” His voice has the texture of river pebbles: cool and polished smooth.
“She didn’t talk about herself.”
“What did she talk about?”
“I told her about my house. And the general difficulties that one faces, undertaking renovation
work at my age.”
The older one has had enough of me now: “God dammit, what is wrong with you?”
“It’s an old house,” I say, “and it would have been impolite to interrogate her.” Then I lie: She
didn’t stay long. She had nothing with her, just the clothes she was wearing. And I tell one more truth: No,
I don’t know where she went.
The older man in uniform looks daggers at me. But they believe me, all the same. He gives his
colleague a signal and they both get up from their seats. I stand up too. They loom over me like dark
towers; they waver a little. But then they go.
***
“I have to go now,” she said. With chapped lips, with unfathomable eyes.
“My name’s Eberhard. Eberhard Klauber. Resident at Dammweg 17”, I said, holding out my
hand. She took it, let it go again, that was all. Then I gave her the shoes that had been sitting by the door
for years, waiting in vain for their mistress. I took Flora’s green wool coat from the hook and helped her
into it.
When the door had closed behind the vixen, I ran into the kitchen and switched off the light. I
stared out of the kitchen window for a long time, but it was too dark to see anything. Or to follow her
tracks.
Later (I had sat down at the kitchen table to write a few lines to Flora), I heard it. The noise stole
into the spaces between the tick-tock of the pendulum clock. I pricked up my ears. Eventually I got up and
followed the swelling and fading sound through the house. Awkwardly, I climbed the stairs to the
mezzanine. It’s a kind of attic where layers of clutter form: things I don’t need any more, and can’t stand
to look at since Flora died. Only dwarves could walk upright in there, and you need to know your way
around to avoid falling. I had trouble remembering which tree-trunk-thick beam the torch was lying on.
Then I heard it again: a small, plaintive sequence of notes.
The sloop-shaped bag was right at the back, in the labyrinth of stacked crates and piled-up
suitcases. When I got closer, I could see in the beam of torchlight that the zip was undone a little way. And
before I could see any more, the plaintive, lost whine came again.

The baby was lying inside, in his woollen nest. He flapped his arms like naked wings. Steady,
steady, I tell him, you don’t need to fly away.
They won’t find you here with me.
Ends

Escaping the Truth
By Sanvi
When the dawn comes after a tough day,
You think to be at ease & worry all away,
When the night gets deeper,
It brings reality clearer,
The mind seeks to solve the puzzle of flying high,
Escaping through the truth of life and lies.
Somebody asked me what you are running from,
The answer seems to be hazy,
Maybe you pretended well to don't know,
You indulge yourself in a perpetual situation,
Learned to complete errands in hush-hush,
You have forgotten the real adrenaline rush,
You fight with yourself,
Cursing for every wrong thing,
Trying to fit in the norms of social network life,
Click, scroll, save,
Sometimes hate, sometimes dislike,
Pushing this artificial relationship to survive,
Do you also feel stuck in the internet web hive?
I tried once to escape,
I ran; travel far-far away,
I wanted to feel nothing but just me,
I wanted no pressure of winning that rat race.
It felt good admiring things around,
The touch and existing in moments,
When reality hits, I realize the heaviness in my chest,
I find it difficult to breathe and hard to smile,
Why now when things have changed,
Why now when this is where I wanted to,
It took some time,
But made me understand well,
The weight of being as per the others,
The fear of lagging, and unpacking loads of standards,
Even if you don't want that attention,
You beg for it unconsciously,
You were not getting away with them,
But you were escaping from yourself,
The moment you appreciate the real you,
You know where you belong to,
Where you can be just you every time,
And you don't need to escape from anyone or anything,
But to accept the real you, the sheer you!

Catching Flies
By Woodie Williams
“Evening, BJ.”
“Back at you, Grady,” BJ replied as he slid onto a worn-out leather barstool. A little rock and roll
could be heard coming from the jukebox in the corner.
“The usual?” Grady asked.
BJ took off his jacket and dropped it onto the barstool beside him. He was a decent fellow, latetwenties, worked in a tech plant during the day as a quality control expert. “I think I need something a little
stronger tonight. Maybe a shot of tequila with that draft.”
Grady raised an eyebrow and rubbed his flaming red beard. He had been there almost as long as there
had been beer. He pulled a pint from the row of taps behind him. “Let me guess, girl problems?”
“Something like that.” BJ grabbed the cold beer as soon as it dropped in front of him and took a deep
swallow. “Seen Travis here yet?” BJ scanned the tavern as he leaned an elbow against the worn edge of the
bar. For a Friday night, it was a decent crowd, a mix of the old and the young. Some trying to make memories,
others trying to forget. The dark wood walls were covered with mementos of the last seventy-five years.
Somebody had even managed to stick a couple of dollar bills in the wooden beams that crisscrossed the
ceiling. Smells of fried food and burgers drifted in from the kitchen. Henry’s had been in the neighborhood for
generations. Somehow it had managed to survive all the changes that life had thrown at it.
“Not yet. You expecting him?”
“Yeah, he’s supposed to meet me here around seven-thirty.”
Grady dropped the tequila shot in front of him. “I will let you know if I see him.” Grady waved to
someone and walked towards the other end of the bar. His tall, massive frame towered over the seated patrons.
BJ put a sprinkling of salt on the back of his hand, licked it, tossed back the drink, and bit down on the
lime. He relaxed while the satisfying burn ran down his throat.
As he placed the shot glass down, a pair of arms wrapped him in a bear hug. “Tequila so soon? Must
be girl problems.”
Almost choking on the lime still in his mouth, BJ leaned forward and spit it onto the bar napkin by the
empty glass.
“Someday, you are going to kill me doing that,” he replied hoarsely to Travis as he sat down beside
him.
Travis laughed and slapped BJ on the back. “Just trying to keep you on your toes, bro.”
BJ had known Travis since childhood as they had grown up close to each other in a little town outside
of Atlanta. It was a lot bigger now, but where they lived, there was still a small-town, neighborhood feel.
Travis looked stockier than BJ, maybe a little taller. He had been in construction one way or another his whole
life. His straight, straw-blond hair had probably not seen a comb that day.
Travis waved to Grady and made the gesture of pulling a beer from a tap. Grady nodded.
“So, what is so urgent? You seemed pretty uptight on the phone.”
“I need to break up with Cassandra.”
Travis dropped his leather jacket on top of BJ’s coat. “Break up with Cassie? Why? I like her. I really
thought she was your type.”
“Well, she’s not.”
“Bummer. Is that why I didn’t see you two at Tim’s Halloween party last weekend?”
“Yeah, Cassandra had other plans.”
“Dude, part of being in a relationship is taking turns in doing what you want to do.”
“I know that. This request was a little different.”
Travis leaned in with a twinkle in his eye. “How different? Is she kinky, you know, like into whips and
chains?”

“No, at least I don’t think she is.”
“What is it then? What’s the big deal-breaker?
BJ took a big gulp from his beer. “Well…she’s a witch.”
Grady placed a beer in front of Travis, spilling some of it as a result of BJ’s comment. Travis leaned
back to avoid the mess.
“Who’s a witch?” Grady asked a little too intensely.
BJ panicked. “Jeez, Grady, can you say it any louder?”
“Sure I can.” He straightened up. “Ladies and gentlemen, BJ here is dating a witch.”
BJ’s face drained of any color it had. A hush fell over the area of the bar where they sat. Someone
laughed, and then after a moment, everyone returned to their drinking andconversations.
“Better?” Grady grinned as Travis cackled.
“Oh, that’s so-o-o funny. Good one, Grady!” BJ complained.
“Just trying to give my regulars what they ask for.” He wiped up the spilled beer. “Sorry about that,
Travis. That one’s on the house…as long as I find out about this witch of BJ’s.” He leaned in a little. “Who is
it?”
“It’s Cassandra.”
“Cassie, really?” Grady sounded disappointed. “She’s such a fine lass. I like her. I really thought she
was your type.”
“I know,” Travis agreed. “I said the exact same thing not more than two seconds ago. I mean, when BJ
dated Stacie, I said to myself, ‘this will never last.’”
Grady nodded. “I agree. From the moment I saw Stacie, I felt she acted a little too snooty for our BJ.
Now Jennifer, well, that was a catch. What a knockout.”
Travis laughed in BJ’s direction as he punched him in the shoulder. “Man, did you screw that one up
or what?”
BJ rolled his eyes in frustration. “Guys, guys, I’ll admit I have made some mistakes in the past. Can
we get back to the problem at hand?
“Oh, right,” Travis said. “You said you were dating a witch. How do you know? I mean, did she turn
someone into a newt?”
“Into a newt?” Grady straightened up and let loose a healthy guffaw. “That would be something to
see. Maybe that is what happened to that green lizard selling insurance on TV. Maybe that was the last guy to
date Cassie before you.”
BJ rubbed his forehead. “Guys, I’m serious. I need your help.”
Travis took a swallow off his beer. Grady leaned in again so he didn’t miss anything over the crowd
noise.
“She told me she wanted me to go with her to a coven gathering for Halloween about an hour south of
town. They were going to have some big deal out in the middle of the woods.”
“No,” Travis gasped, “you’re kidding.”
Grady’s eyes went wide as his jaw dropped. He rubbed a hand over his bald head.
“What’s a coven?” he asked.
“It’s a gathering of witches. I think it’s normally about thirteen witches, but this one would be a little
more casual because everyone would be bringing guests.”
Grady was still mystified. “A casual gathering of witches? What the hell does that mean? What do you
wear to a casual coven? Do they have like spring and summer ensembles?”
“I have no idea.” BJ looked up at the ceiling as if searching for an answer.
“And what did you say?” asked Travis.
“Well, I really didn’t say anything. Just sat there, kind of freaked out. She went on to explain that
there were two kinds of witches, good witches and bad witches. She said she was a good witch. I told her I
would think about it and call her in a couple of days. The night before Halloween, I told her I had come down
with food poisoning and couldn’t go.”

“Smart move; bought you a little time. Not much though,” Travis said.
Grady grinned. “I could sure use a witch’s hand around here. There are a couple of bad tippers she
could put a curse on for me.”
“Guys, I’m serious. What do I do?”
Travis took another swig off his beer. “I got to hand it to you, bro, you can really pick ‘em.”
Grady held up a single finger to a customer who wanted his attention. “Be there in a minute.”
“If I were you, I would never call her again; maybe change towns,” Travis volunteered.
“That may not work,” Grady replied. “Spells can work over long distances. You can ask my
grandmother. She can tell you stories from her childhood back in Ireland about witches and magic that will
make your hair fall out. How do you think I lost mine?”
Travis eyed the top of BJ’s head. “I don’t think you would look good bald.”
“Yeah, he’s just not manly enough. Maybe if you started lifting some weights,” Grady volunteered as
he flexed his bicep.
“Maybe I just get her mad enough to want to break up with me.”
“Oh no,” warned Grady, “the last thing you want is to have any sort of witch mad at you. She might
turn you into a frog just out of spite. If she did, though, I would be happy to serve a small tray of flies to you
when you came around. You’ve always been a good customer.”
“Even if she didn’t turn you into a frog, she could at least make your skin break out with boils or
maybe have your teeth fall out,” volunteered Travis.
“I don’t think she would turn me into a frog. We haven’t been dating that long.”
“You don’t know for sure,” Grady countered, “Does she have a temper? Some of those witches can be
really mean-spirited.”
“Grady, how many witches do you know?”
“Me personally? I don’t actually know any. People talk; I’ve heard stories. I’m just saying…”
BJ was getting nowhere with these two. He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “Guys, I have
a date with her in less than half an hour. I can’t put her off any longer without her thinking something is up.”
They all thought for a moment. Travis offered some advice. “Well, maybe you just continue to date
her.”
“Seriously? Date a witch?”
Grady agreed. “Yeah, you could be like that Darren fellow on the old TV show Bewitched. Does
Cassie wiggle her nose when she does magic?”
“Wiggle her nose? What? I haven’t seen her do any magic. Guys, I have to get out of this relationship,
the sooner the better.”
“You said she was a good witch, right?” Travis asked.
“Good witch or not, I was raised by a couple of strict Baptist parents. Can you imagine if I went home
and said, ‘Mom, Dad, I would like you to meet Cassandra. Oh, and by the way, she’s a witch.”
Grady winked at Travis. “Oh, I’d love to be a fly on that wall, wouldn’t you, Travis?”
Travis choked on his beer trying to stifle a laugh.
BJ continued, “The longer we date, the more she will be pissed at me when we break up.”
“Yeah, that’s true, you will eventually screw it up,” Travis agreed.
“Aye, that’s for sure.” said Grady.
“So, what do I do?”
Grady straightened up and put his hands palms-down on the bar. “You tell her the truth.”
“What?” said Travis and BJ at the same time.
“You tell her the truth. Be a man. Grow a pair and stop slinking around. Tell her how you feel.”
Travis looked at BJ. “Can you actually do that?”
Grady continued. “Tell her that you aren’t comfortable dating her with her being a witch and all. Let
her make the decision. Say that you are happy to date her if she quits being a witch. It may just be a phase she
is going through.”

BJ chewed on the advice. “Yeah, maybe I will do that. Just be honest with her.”
“The coward dies a thousand deaths; the brave die but one. After you have said your piece, you close
your eyes and accept whatever she sends your way,” Grady said. “Just rip the old Band-Aid off, so to speak.”
Travis leaned in. “So, you gonna do this? Actually tell the truth for once? Want me to come with
you?”
BJ drained his beer. “Thanks, but no. I’ll just tell the truth. It will be a new experience.”
“That’s my boy,” said Grady, “and if I don’t see you in the next couple of days, I will be sure to be
extra nice to any little froggies I see hopping around the bar.”
BJ stood up, put on his jacket, and walked towards the door.
Travis yelled after him, “Just tell the truth!”
BJ looked back at them. Grady and Travis both gave him a thumbs-up. BJ gave them a grim smile as
he opened the door and raised his thumbs as well. With one last pause, he looked up at the night sky, stepped
out onto the sidewalk, and disappeared into the darkness.
Travis took a sip off his beer and then turned to Grady, “Well, what do you think about our boy’s
chances?”
Grady shook his head. “He’s screwed.”
“Yep, most definitely. I give him about five minutes before she waves her magic wand at him.”
“Yeah,” Grady lamented as he started to walk alongside the bar to take care of a customer. “Might as
well start catching flies.”
Ends

Casting Spells by Candlelight
By Joan Mazza
A ritual calls for a special candle,
one shaped like a mushroom or one
with shells embedded in the cloudy,
bluish paraffin, lavender scented,
wick pristine because for decades
it was too good, too nice to burn,
perfect for a spell that’s meant
to stick, a spell to fall in love,
love song to making art. I strike
a match and hold it high, declare
my intention to paints and brushes,
ask to fall into the trance of creation
to be a little god of the palette, hands
in fluid motion over paper and canvas,
with trust in memories passed down
by women ancestors drawing on cave walls
thousands of years ago, who signed

their work with an ochre handprint.

Within the Trees
By E-T Cresswell
Annabel disappeared in the night. There are four survivors left.
She went with no warning. No fatigue, no panic, no hallucinations or reports of strange dreams.
And the others heard nothing; they woke to find a trail of crushed undergrowth leading into the forest, and
Annabel nowhere to be seen.
The others don’t follow. The trail is hours old by now, so they pack up and leave it behind.
The morning is damp and cold. They’ve scavenged Annabel’s pack for spare clothes and rations;
Castle is wearing her sweatshirt over his own, yet he still shivers and shrinks into himself. He nibbles at a
protein bar, desperate to make it last.
Sometimes, the shuttle post is visible in the distance. It is the tallest thing in the landscape, and,
mercifully, Min can see that there is a shuttle still docked. She can only pray to gods she isn’t sure she
believes in that it is untainted.
“Look,” Min says, pointing it out to Castle with her sincerest attempt at a smile. “Do you see it?”
“I see it,” he replies, head down and voice quiet.
Castle is resigned to never getting his hopes up. It’s a sensible move, though he didn’t really
choose it. But with Annabel gone, and Rogers, and Clay, and Captain Granger, and all the others in the
crypt collapse, what other choice does he have?
“Can you fix it?” Castle asks.
“I should be able to,” Min says. She was an engineer before she got arrested. She’s built a few of
those shuttles, and more than a few tracks, and she did maintenance work on the systems for years. It’s
been a long time since she’s worked with them, but the knowledge flows through her like muscle memory.
As they continue, the birds begin their wheezing whoop. A single one sits in every third tree or so,
all along the path. They are freakish-looking things, covered in discordantly coloured feathers that stick
out like spines, with small eyes in squat heads that leer down suspiciously.
“Ha-whoop,” one cries behind them, followed by another, closer, then another. The whoops
advance until a scraggly-looking bird directly overhead lets out a piercing shriek and then flies along the
path out of sight.
The same worry crosses all of them; it seems as though the birds are passing on a message.
They carry on at a slow, nervous pace. Every so often a bird appears on a branch and watches
them go. Castle’s arms wrap tighter and tighter around himself. Jim, six feet tall and almost as wide,
seems to shrink.
They stop, spotting wraiths ahead. Fifteen, maybe even twenty, only metres from the path.
They’ve seen the wraiths before, but usually only two or three at a time. They are huge, hooded
creatures, hands and feet and faces obscured by heavy cloaks and cowls. They don’t move or speak, but
stand still as statues with their unseen eyes fixed on the path.
The group look at each other for reassurance, none daring to say a word.
Castle starts to hyperventilate. Struggling not to betray their own fear, Sarge takes him by one arm
and Min by the other, and they lead him steadily through the crowd of wraiths. Jim walks ahead, clutching
the cattle prod he’d lifted from Captain Granger.
But nothing happens. They pass through.
The silence persists for a while afterwards. Then the forest sounds rise again, and even the horrific
whoop of the birds begins to feel comforting.
Castle still looks anxious, though this is usual for him. Eventually, he stops in the middle of the
path and chokes out “Something is going to happen.”
“We don’t know that-” Min begins.

“I’ve seen them like that before,” Castle says. “In the crypt.”
The others are silent. Castle is the only one who’d been inside.
They’d found the crypt a few weeks after being deployed to the forest. It was unlike anything
they’d seen before; no one knew who built it or what was in there, but it was ancient, and it felt
disquieting. But someone must have been looking for it, because their squad’s job had been to go inside
and find out the what and the how and the why.
Sarge and Captain Granger had been stationed at the entrance with a team of prisoners chosen at
random – Jim, Min, Annabel, Rogers, Clay – while the rest, twenty or so altogether, were sent inside.
Castle had never spoken about what he saw in there. Every time someone brought it up, he turned
his face away as though he were still looking at it. All the others knew was that the whole structure had
come down, roof caved in and walls collapsed, on top of all of them.
Jim had done his best to haul the rubble away. He’d pulled out Castle, who’d been close to the
entrance, but everyone else was sealed inside.
They suspect that Castle is right; something is going to happen.
“We should still keep going,” Min declares. “If something is going to happen, we can at least be
closer to the shuttle when it does.”
This is enough to get Castle moving, though he looks even more anxious than usual. The forest
feels normal by its own standards, which is somewhat calming, if not actually reassuring. They continue in
the same nervous silence, pushed on by the rhythmic tramp of their feet and the disconcerting ha-whoop
of the birds.
Something catches Min’s ear. There – that voice.
“Over the hills and far away,
And old honey badger got drunk one day…”
It’s a silly little nonsense song, but one that her daughter made up. She remembers Lois singing it
in the kitchen, in the playground, at the bus stop. No one else has ever sung that song, not even Min
herself.
Min knows the forest does this. Others have talked about it. Clay used to hear a voice calling out
the nickname his nephew had given him. Before that, Dixon had heard one that mispronounced the same
words as her youngest brother.
But this isn’t just a voice singing her daughter’s song, it’s Lois herself. Lois who she hasn’t seen
in over three years. But Lois would be almost fourteen years old now, and her voice must have matured.
And this voice sounds exactly, frighteningly, as Min remembers.
Min takes a sharp breath and turns to Jim, who happens to be closest to her, and says the first
thing that comes into her head: “It’s getting chilly out here.”
“Aye,” Jim replies. He’s a quiet man; aside from occasionally getting carried away with some tall
tale, he rarely says more than is necessary.
“I think it’ll be a cold night,” Min continues.
“There should be a supply post somewhere near here,” Sarge says. “Hopefully we’ll come across
it before it gets dark.”
Sarge is not actually a sergeant; he’s a low-ranking prison guard with little experience, but he’s
seen much more of the maps of the forest than the others. Jim gave him the nickname after Captain
Granger died, and it fits him.
“That would be good,” Min replies. “More food. I’ve been hungry lately. Extra blankets. Maybe
better bags. Lights. Batteries.” She’s rambling now, saying anything to drown out her daughter’s voice
singing her daughter’s song from somewhere within the trees.
Castle asks the obvious question: “Is something wrong?”
Min takes a breath. “I heard my daughter’s voice. It wasn’t my daughter.”

“I heard kids too,” Sarge says. “A few of them, playing.”
Just then, a peal of children’s laughter echoes through the forest, excited voices caught in some
unknown game, along with the wild crashing of feet. Everywhere the sound of running and voices, but not
even a glimpse of these mysterious children.
“Keep going,” Jim says gruffly, staring straight ahead.
Min follows his lead, trying desperately not to acknowledge that instinct that easily singles Lois’s
voice out from the crowd.
They hurry as the children’s voices grow louder and harsher, almost cruel. Eventually, the voices
fall behind, grow quiet, and finally fade away.
Min lets out a sigh. Jim presses a hand onto her shoulder, just for a moment.
They carry on until the trees thin out, and a stunted wooden lookout tower appears ahead. They
hurry towards it, then stop in dread at the sight.
The structure is choked in vines. They claw at the supply room door, then twist around the stilts
and entangle the boxy lookout cabin, reaching and grasping into the windows.
“Let’s get anything we need before it gets dark,” Sarge says.
Min nods in agreement. Castle, perhaps subconsciously, shuffles further away.
“How should we get in?” Sarge continues, walking around the structure. “Do you think these are
safe?”
Min tentatively touches one of the vines. It is tough and barky, and wholly unmoving. “It feels
normal,” she says.
Jim approaches the door to the supply room. He wraps one hand, then the other, around a vine and
pulls. It gives way with a sharp crack, and Min and Sarge jump at the sound. But nothing happens, and the
vine is splintered and broken. Jim grabs at more vines and keeps pulling, while Sarge and Min run up on
either side and tear them away. The vines are stiff and don’t give way easily, but eventually they are able
to open the door.
“I’ll go in,” says Sarge. “Make sure the door stays open.”
Sarge goes inside, while Jim, who has the build of a ballistics truck, puts himself between the door
and the frame.
The room is crammed with provisions; it must have been only recently replenished. Sarge goes for
food first; he tosses out a few boxes of protein bars and dehydrated meals, and some extra water pouches
and water purifying tablets, which Min divides between their packs. Next, he pulls out four new sleeping
bags to replace their rapidly disintegrating ones, and extra lights and batteries.
In the back of the room, he finds a case of firearms. They are big; not even Captain Granger and
his superiors had access to things like these when they last picked up supplies. He picks out something
formidable and hands it to Jim, who looks it over and holds onto it.
Jim, which is almost certainly not his real name, is the only one with any real criminal record.
Most of the squad had been arrested because they were too poor or too left-wing or too undesirable in
some way, and had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but Jim has been involved in things he
doesn’t like to talk about, and he knows his way around weapons a lot better than any of the guards.
Sarge takes a small pistol for himself, and holds another out to Min. She shakes her head; these
are not something she’s familiar with. Sarge decides against offering one to Castle, and heads outside.
“What have you forgotten?” Jim asks.
Sarge tries to think.
Jim waves the gun. “Extra ammunition,” he reminds him, then ducks inside to retrieve it himself.
At that moment, the door slams shut. Sarge tries to pull it open, but it will not budge. Three rapid gunshots
fire inside the room, followed by a clatter. He jumps back as another bullet splinters through the door,
which breaks from its hinges as Jim hurls himself straight through it. He sprints forward thirty metres or
so, and then drops to his knees.

Not much bothers Jim, but now he is wide-eyed and hyperventilating, his face twisted in terror.
His clothes are torn, and a large shard of broken wood sticks out of his left shoulder.
The situation seems to clear Castle’s head; he retrieves the first aid kit and checks over the injury.
It isn’t deep, and the sharp angle caused it to miss the deeper muscle. Sarge applies pressure to staunch the
bleeding, while Castle carefully removes the wood, checks for splinters and dresses the wound.
“You’ll be okay,” he says. “Just don’t move that arm too much or carry anything with it.”
Jim nods, and pushes himself to his feet with his uninjured arm.
“You should probably rest a while before you try to move,” Castle objects.
“No,” Jim replies. “I need to get out of here.”
He walks off into the woods, and the others follow. He walks steadfastly, but slower and more
uneasily than usual. The others stick close to his sides, Sarge and Min carrying his pack between them.
Jim does not allow himself to stop until the lookout post is well out of view. He sits heavily on a
fallen branch and rests his head on his right hand. Castle sits next to him and leans over to check that Jim’s
dressing is holding out. “Do you want to tell us what happened?” he asks.
Jim grimaces. “Some… vine or creeper or something came up and grabbed me. There was a hole
in the floor at the back. Full of these… roots and things. It tried to pull me in.”
Castle puts his hand on Jim’s uninjured shoulder. Jim doesn’t object.
“We should eat something,” Sarge announces, taking out his portable stove and some of the
dehydrated meals. Again, Jim doesn’t object. It is the first time in a couple of weeks that they’ve eaten hot
food, or anything truly filling. To them, the food is heavenly.
By the time they finish, the sky is dim and dusky.
“I think we ought to set up here for the night,” Sarge says. “If we go on, we won’t get far before
dark.”
Jim looks uncomfortable, but says nothing. They set up camp beneath the trees; bedrolls, sleeping
bags and blankets, but no tents. The tents were all abandoned after fleeing from something in the night. No
fire either; it’s too unpredictable.
Jim falls quickly into an exhausted slumber. The other three cannot sleep quite so soon, so they
make vague plans for the day ahead and resolve to not go back to the lookout post. Min and Sarge drop off
as the evening wears on, but sleep does not come easily to Castle. He watches the stars above him, and
follows distant planes flying out to who knows where, before he falls into a fitful sleep full of the voices
of phantom children…
***
When Castle wakes, the sky is black and the ground grey with moonlight. He hears a strange rustling
creak from the trees. Assuming the worst, he turns to the side with a lolling movement, groaning softly to
mimic a deep sleep. His eyes are narrowed, scoping out the clearing without giving any indication that he
is awake.
There, beyond the treeline, is a figure. Human-shaped, definitely. He raises his head a little to look
more closely – it’s Annabel! She is slumped, clearly exhausted, leaning against a tree with all her weight
on one leg.
He sits up.
“Castle!” she says in a hoarse whisper. “Help me.”
A heavy creak sounds, and Annabel bolts through the trees. Castle jumps to his feet and runs after
her. She is frenzied, sprinting faster than he can keep up with despite her limp. She crashes through the
trees, eventually breaking through the treeline back at the lookout point. She stands square on to the tower,
weight now evenly on both feet. Castle stops short, and Annabel looks at him over her shoulder, face full
of fear. “Help me,” she says again.

She slowly walks forward, and the thick vines around the lookout tower slither across the ground
towards her. They wrap around her feet, her legs, waist, arms, shoulders, and finally her head, enveloping
her face, and pull her forward. With a horrifying crunch, the vines pull her inside, crushing and absorbing
her into the structure until nothing is left.
Castle turns to run, but the trees behind him are full of humanoid figures. He sees Jonesy, Dixon,
Kaur, Ellie, Jack, all the people he saw crushed to death in the crypt. And beyond them are Clay, Rogers,
Captain Granger, and countless strangers. They shamble through the trees, pale and dead-eyed, blocking
his escape and coming closer.
***
A scream bursts through the camp. Awakened, the three of them run. They find themselves near the
lookout tower, behind a huge horde of the people who have died around them. Castle’s screams rise over
them, and they see him engulfed by countless dead and dragged into the darkness.
There’s nothing they can do; they run for their lives. Min grabs a pack – any pack – as they sprint
through the camp, and they tear through the trees and run and run as their lungs and muscles burn. The
swarms of feet come pounding after them, beginning scattered and random, and then merging into a
thundering roar, which then fades away to a monstrous creak.
They run fuelled by terror, until the sounds grow quiet, and finally fatigue forces them to slow.
When they can no longer run, they walk as fast as their legs and lungs allow. No one speaks.
Eventually, the sky grows light. They stop, catching each other’s eyes for reassurance, and fall
asleep in terrified exhaustion on the ground.
When they wake, the sun is high, though the light is pale. They are achey-headed and heavy-eyed,
taunted by fleeting images of nightmares. They look through the pack Min grabbed; they have dehydrated
meals and water, but no stove. They eat as much trail mix and protein bars as they can manage, and carry
on. Again, they walk in silence, lost in thought or numbly blank-minded.
Gradually, their route becomes clearer, transitioning to an indistinct track and finally to a clear
path. They continue, eyes always peeled and ears sharpened. Trees rustle, insects hum, birds whoop;
everything seems as usual.
A dark figure appears nearby. As before, the wraith stands unmoving. But this time there are
dozens and dozens of them, more than they’ve ever seen before, all framing the path in a wide arc.
“Oh my god,” Sarge whispers.
“What should we do?” Min asks. “Go around them?”
As Sarge and Jim nod in agreement, that horrifying dry creak reverberates through the forest.
“Run!” Jim cries.
They bolt, straight through the ring of wraiths. The stampeding of feet thunders after them, and
the creak roars behind. The creaking gives way to crunching, the sickening sound of wood and bone
crushed underfoot. They catch glimpses of running figures, and hear chanting voices, laughing children
and anguished wails. The trees themselves seem to be moving, and within them they feel some huge and
horrible something.
Min hears Jim cry out as a branch strikes his injured shoulder. She turns, and sees him on the
ground with a vine around each ankle, and more coming closer. They grip his arms and his neck, one
delves into the wound on his shoulder, and before she can register they have torn him apart.
Nausea rises as images of pain and splitting flesh linger in her mind. Her legs run as though
possessed.
The building springs into view ahead, bringing an uncanny relief from the vastness of the forest.
What’s left of her resolve pushes harder to reach the hallowed concrete. Sarge has forced the door open,
and Min bursts through and slams it shut.

“Jim –” Sarge begins.
“Jim is dead.”
They brace themselves against the door, waiting for the forest’s onslaught, but it never comes.
After a while, they push a table in front of the door, just in case.
The room has no windows, and is lit only by the dim glow of the emergency lights.
“It can’t have been empty that long,” Sarge observes, “if the emergency lights are still working.”
“They’re probably solar powered,” Min tells him. “But I do think people were here recently.”
Sarge nods. “What now?”
“There won’t be grid power this far out,” Min says, “so there must be a main generator
somewhere. Probably petroleum, probably downstairs. If this is the shuttle system I’m used to, the track
will have an electrical third rail. Once the generator is working, the third rail will conduct to the shuttle
cars. If there’s anything wrong with the car, I should be able to fix it under the panel or through the
connectors to the track.”
Sarge unclips a light from the pack Min grabbed and clicks it on. The room is tidy, and jarringly
normal. There is a floor plan on the far wall; service areas to the right, access to the shuttle to the left.
They take the right-hand corridor, and find the generator room at the far end. Inside, the generator is a
sleeping beast in the shadows, waiting to be awoken. As Min steps into the room, she trips over an
upturned fuel can. It is sealed, and mostly full.
“Not safe, but definitely convenient,” she murmurs.
Sarge holds the light steady as Min heaves the can from the ground and pours its entire contents
into the machine, and then searches for the control panel. The generator breaks into a singing hum, and the
lights flicker and burst into life. Min lets out an exhausted cheer, but she is interrupted by a distant thump.
They head back to the entrance. A hard, rhythmic pound bangs against the door. The steel is
buckling.
They rush across the room and up the stairs. Turn after turn, floor after floor, their legs burn again
as the sound chases from below. Finally at the top, they jump the barrier to the shuttle dock, force open the
door and run for the driver’s cabin. As Min works at the panel, the shuttle comes to life, eliciting relieved
laughter.
Sarge falls silent. “Look at that,” he says.
Min follows his gaze, and sees the building half-consumed by vines. Clawing and climbing, they
spread along the walls, stretching and reaching towards the dock.
She releases the shuttle, and it lurches along the tracks. The branches below grasp upwards as if to
pull it out of the sky.
Min pulls the acceleration so hard that both of them are knocked off their feet. The forest becomes
an indistinct blur of green and brown, its roar drowned out by the rumble of the shuttle. They pull
themselves to their feet, and as the grabbing vines and twisted trees fall further out of sight, the edge of
escape comes ever closer.
Ends
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Tarantula

Silent Moonlight

(No Escape)

By Michael Lee Johnson

By Christine Law
Lying in the tank, I imagine I’m on the seabed
Surrounded by rocks.
People pass by remarking about my distinctive
Blue markings.
It’s never lonely here, sometimes
I smile.
Climbing into that crate was a mistake?
A woman screamed, they came with nets,
Soon I’m on show in a zoo.
Thinking of Africa, I go to sleep.

Record, she’s a creeping spider.
Hurt love dangles net
from a silent moonlight hanger,
tortures this damaged heart
daggers twist in hints of the rising sun.
Silence snores. Sometimes she’s a bitch.
Sunlight scatters these shadows
across my bare feet in
this spotty rain.
Sometimes we rewind,
sometimes no recourse,
numbness, no feeling at all.

Passage

Prison Escape

By Richard LeDue

By DJ Tyrer

The coroner's report unremarkable,
the widow will widow another,
passion pressed lips chafe too easily,
while winter arrives predictably,
a quilt of snow atop his unvisited grave.
Some gossip about murder,
and they will be right,
and they will be wrong;
their relationship was the type
where he woke up in a dark room
alone, but not,
just cold, shivering
from blankets pulled away,
and he knew there was no sunset to ride into,
no open window for a villainous escapeonly more of the same tomorrow.

Jailed for years
No parole in sight
Refuses to give in
Be a good prisoner
So sets to work
Stolen cutlery
Spoons, forks, knives
Used to chisel away
Dig the earth
Plastic makes poor tools
But keeps on
Unrelenting
Finally their tunnel
Nears its end
Informed of impending release

Bob’s Full House
By EF Hay
I unexpectedly ran into someone last summer that I literally hadn’t seen for years. Gratifyingly, he
recognized me instantly, even amidst happy hour at Charing Cross tube. It was his euphonious,
whistling-cum-singing which caught my attention; a quaint, old-timey drifters tune, ‘The Big Rock Candy
Mountain’. Its extrajudicial line- “to be buggered sore, like a hobo’s whore"- so appealed, I was loath to
interrupt. He gushed with joy, informing me, through a broad toothy grin, that by exercising remarkable
feats of memory, he managed to precisely follow all former steps, identically, across a calculated,
rectilinear pathway- walked within a synchronized, critical time frame (navigating this very same
Underground station every Thursday evening). He exclaimed it quite incredible that we’d not bumped
into one another here ere now, exactly on this spot. This fanciful notion appeared spatchcocked, as
conversely, circumstances didn’t seem odd to me at all. Rather the casual, coincidental nature of our
encounter felt apt, & looking around at the teeming, discombobulated masses, I assumed it odds-on for
something, or somebody unusual, profound, or enigmatic, to arise unforeseen from such a great,
heaving, creative kedgeree. Having accidentally banged my head against a tube-train’s closing door,
squeezing into a packed, sweaty carriage at the Elephant (travelling up on the Bakerloo), perhaps I was
suffering temporary aphasia; in any case, I thought better than to contradict him, or spitball alternative
suggestions for discussion, opting instead to go with the flow. Fatefully, with both our sadly singleton
evenings conveniently free, we gaily skipped away, arm-in-arm, to properly catch-up over a hot Soho
supper.
We weren’t actually friends as such, but did have a history of sorts- first meeting in action so to
speak, in the flesh, inside a plush Kensington Hotel, while waiting to be driven to a BBC studio in White
City, to participate in a fruitful recording of ‘Bob’s Full House’. I’d been a smiling contestant, buoyed by
narcissistic adrenaline; he’d been a composed, hopeful standby, albeit escorted by a pinch of
awkwardness. For some vague reason I took an instant shine to him. Amusingly, he struck me as
emanating a surreal whiff of Eurasian shamanism, with the repartee of a nutty Professor (punctuated by
periods of lucidity). So, we sank a good few courtesy flutes in the hospitality room, where he bullishly
divulged that he’d written some clever questions for a new series, & knew their system well- his
proficiency alluded to, but not clarified, as with regret, he couldn’t clue me into his precious grimoire of
trade secrets- in case we became arch adversaries. A germane clause I felt, so fair enough. Hence,
conversational awkwardness avoided, he supportively maintained that my task in hand was pretty
straightforward, & a gentleman of my diminished means- yet evident ability- was pretty sure to amble
their way to a luxury fortnight in Bulgaria. Easily flattered, I accepted his blandishments at face value, &
contentedly popped yet another Jeroboam of Asti Spumante, at the licence payer’s expense. As it
transpired, his unspoken top-secret trade insights were conspicuous by their absence. I was brusquely
knocked-off my self-satisfied hobby-horse; a prelude to being ritually slaughtered with extreme prejudice:
properly eviscerated, by a genuine troika of half-wits, in full view of a loud, energetic audience, no larger
than the population of Greater London. Inadvertently, I played a hapless, laissez-faire buffoon, to a
bloodthirsty braying crowd- applauding me for being ‘game for a laugh’. Reflexively, as my avoidable,
wholly contrived ordeal unfolded, despite myself, I did to some degree milk it- guessing lamely, I was
kind of enjoying my sacrifice. In the red-hot heat of those thaumaturgical, televisual moments, I
eccentrically believed I was participating.
One weekend’s morning, approximately a fortnight after screening- prone in bed, listening to an
unlovable, raucous neighbour, playing & replaying her private video recording, exaggeratedly chortling at
my incompetence- I finally grasped the horrible, totemic truth. I’d been processed: used, abused,
exploited; traduced in the dubious name of ‘light-entertainment’. Folk were laughing at me; I’d idiotically
volunteered for it. Depressed, I lay transfixed, perspiring profusely, osmotically experiencing an everdeepening shame; reluctantly reliving, blow-by-blow my whole ghastly ordeal. I’d stupidly posted an
initial application, in a moment of world-weary-whimsy, receiving by reply a tell-us-about-yourself-make-

us-giggle form. Immaturely, like a blethering skite, I’d purported to be a member of an uncensored Tom
Jones fan cult; worshipping ‘The Great Jones’ in frenzied revels upon Parliament Hill. What’s more, my
expressed ambition was to hang-glide naked from the Andes. I imagine they thought this would give Bob
a chance to crack a few good ’uns, during his ‘let-me-introduce-you-to-these-latest-contestants’ slot. So,
I sailed through to an initial informal assessment, involving 15-minutes with a glossy red lip-stick slick
BBC researcher named Gabriella. A high octane-sorority type, she asked me a few general knowledge
questions; casually making sure I wouldn’t wear an extremely offensive hairstyle, or pre-book a
tattooist’s appointment, with a view to ink slogans inspired to incite hate across my forehead, or don,
what she loosely described as angry, frightening nose rings. A second, more convivial interview was
hosted by two similarly ambitious private girls’ school type researchers, plus a dozen other putative
competitors. We conducted an ‘After Dark’ style discussion on life, liberty, & an individual’s pursuit of
happiness for an hour, prior to cheerily wandering off into a dreich, wintry night. An official “phone call
from Gabriella came a week later. Evan Hay! Come on down!
Come the fateful Sunday morning, we were efficiently ferried from Kensington to White City, &
summarily shown around Broadcasting House. Now, I’d naively supposed this particular show to be
filmed about the same time as it was transmitted- Saturday evening; on the bright papier-mâché set of
Only Fools & Horses, Del-Boy & Rodders were hard at it, watching TV, but their showcased time was
the wee hours of Friday, for an episode going out on Wednesday night. I felt my first illogical feelings of
creeping displacement, & a mild stirring of panic: what actually was the right time?
We were smoothly ushered into a reception room where Bob appeared unto us. I’d read
somewhere, he’d a serious drink problem; half-expecting a slightly raddled appearance, but instead it
was like Archangel Gabriel popping down for a quick chat with local rustics. He projected an assured
smile, like a Mercedes radiator grille. His tan was as deep as it was even. He wore a crisp white Harvey
Nichols’ shirt, blue double-breasted blazer, grey slacks, & an MCC egg-&-bacon tie. He asked us our
names, & assayed a few possible gags. United, we chuckled; automatically obedient. He’d a cute habit
of tugging at his shirt cuffs between teeing up jokes before delivering their punch lines. He noted that I’d
worked as a sylviculturist, & scribbled something on his clipboard. Bob left. Gabriella led us through a
bewildering labyrinth of corridors, to another reception room, to seriously talk clothes. We’d been
instructed to bring attractive attire, a minimum of nineteen wardrobe ensembles; whilst these were vetted
for harmony & photogenicity, I poured myself another stiff Scotch. By the time we’d alighted in make-up
to be creamed, powdered, & sprayed, I’d long lost contact with reality. It didn’t strike me as strange when
a tactile Welsh dresser forensically checked my nostrils for unsightly nasal hair, before artistically
touching up each eyebrow with lukewarm greasepaint.
Next stop was the production studio itself. There Bob’s previous four recorded oblatory rivals,
surrendered to the conclusions of their distinctive 30 minutes of fame. Large print, viewer friendly name
cards were seamlessly changed. The Bombalini Brothers, doubling-up as warm-up-men-cum-floormanagers, cracked jokes: what did one randy rabbit say to another? This won’t take long, did it? Welloiled tag team performers, they sustained an irrepressibly fluid atmosphere of continuously induced,
suppressed hysteria. No fewer than 50 TV sets beamed down from lighting gantries, between blinding
arc lights. To sound out a cacophony of angel trumpets, & devil trombones, digitally taped, family
friendly, herd-mentality music started playing; someone touched my arm. “You’re on."
It was an inflection point, like jumping out of an aeroplane; my stomach in free-fall. The next
thing I remember, Bob’s shining physiognomy orbited above me. Wholly zoned, he studied a prompt
card on the desk in front of me- ‘conkers’, it read- while creating an illusion of easy conversation. To
whom was he talking? Me? This entire hand-picked studio audience? Or those millions of random, braindead armchair viewers, who didn’t yet exist? All three? None? “Evan Hay! Good Evans! You’re a
qualified tree surgeon! I recall a sick friend who visited a tree surgeon!" I stared at those golden cufflinks;
diamonds winked back at me. I was hypnotised. “He was cured, but when the autumn came, his hair fell
out & his conkers dropped off!" Twin Bombalini’s turned somersaults in the aisles, holding up LAUGH &
APPLAUD cards. A mesmerized live audience guffawed inanely; portraying wild happiness on demand,
as Bob glibly insulted each contestant in turn. Our uncomfortable red faces stared back down at us from

monitors above. Cameras swivelled & zoomed. I craned my neck. I wondered where my supporter had
disappeared to. Just the night before, my sister drunkenly pledged to cheer me on- but then again, that
had been in a realer world. I braced myself, as indelible blusher inexorably penetrated my psyche,
compounding a rouged, bruised, butt naked embarrassment. Predictably, paraphrasing a compères
expression, the rest my friend was show-business.
Three years too late, in a snug pasta bar, off Cambridge Circus, my quiz-writing contact
enigmatically sat down, ostensibly to reveal useful TV insider competition tips, which should’ve spared
me from ceremonial humiliation. Whether it was dredging up painful memories, or his inimitably peculiar
personality, at that juncture, I wasn’t entirely sure- but everything felt a little queer. Our table was cleared
as we sat. Before it was re-set, I couldn’t help notice its coarse surface was extensively pitted, scarred
with multifarious teeny-tiny trenches, & unfathomable designs in green biro, reminding me of my
wretched old school desk; menacingly suggesting a douce, cross-generational collage of boredom &
studied discontent. Keen to remain chatty, as our dining area was re-laid a crisp, freshly laundered tablecloth, I manfully strained to couch an entertaining, chucklesome account, of my testing working day;
endured as it was, alongside an earnest snowflake, dullard son of a multi-millionaire, prattling ad
nauseam about how hard things had been for him to bear these past months- borderline suicidal
apparently, on account of a breakdown in his professional relationship with our mutual boss- just turned
30, with a big fat juicy legacy to look forward to (almost within touching distance), his future truly was a
bleak prospect (adding, for droll effect, that workaday life’s so bland, it must conceal a profound evil)!
Blankly, my table companion appeared utterly disinterested, so it seemed politely appropriate to wind
down, leaving the stage free for my Dutch dinner date to respond in kind. Yet unaccountably, he
struggled to communicate effectively, as if he’d developed an idiosyncratic form of nervous autism. Was
it contagious? Cautiously, during this clumsy, short-lived hiatus, I strategically retrieved my uncapped
bottled Birra Moretti to a safe proximity close by- uneasily casting my mind momentarily back to our
previous meet. A question fleetingly sprung to mind then (which historically, owing to my own niggardly
self-indulgence, I’d allowed too easily to pass), was considering he’d allegedly been familiar, & well
known to the show’s organizers, why on earth was he held in reserve, as a last resort substitute, & not
naturally utilized, as a nailed-on, solidly sound, reliable TV challenger?
A confused dialogue stuttered further, to an un-orchestrated pause; possibly my incriminating
stare cast too long an inspection directly upon his posture- whatever it was, some shadow spooked him,
as he visibly clenched. It’s honestly not my style to wax overtly insensitive, still, on this occasion I
prodded rather; wondering what obvious character defect, or minor infraction, I’d inexplicably missed.
Now deceptively older, & opinionatedly wiser, I applied an investigatory tactic- so, I mercilessly persisted,
quizzing him concerning this manifest dissonance, unavoidable with him purportedly having been a
friend of the show, a bona fide participant- albeit a non-combatant- & those beautiful researchers not
fancying him as a screen-worthy aspirant. Trying to fashion generic boyish humour, embroidering my
super-pushy-nosiness, I accusatively enquired if he’d misbehaved, roguishly scaring those pretty girls
some-how: nudge-nudge. His gaze, hitherto averted towards the restaurants black & white chequered
floor tiles, now forcefully bridled upon a cusp of discomfiture- sparks of tension crackled through him, as
he animatedly spluttered: “I deny all responsibility. I reject all criticism. I claim all credit. I walked in those
places where walking was advisable. I crossed in those places when crossing was permitted. I paid, &
displayed. I listened carefully. I followed faithfully. I nodded attentively. I expressed gratitude, when
expressing gratitude was commended. I’m well organised, & without problems."
This pure, automatic outburst, struck me hard, as if I’d been turkey-slapped out of a stupor by
Jesus Christ Himself. I was sat opposite a quasi-robot, an affronted one to boot. Worse still, as an
unobservant, comfort seeking flâneur, with a thick malfunctioning head, stuck deep inside my illusory
florid dream world (a gauchely decorated burrow), one constructed from fear, I too was exposed as a
semi-automaton. By dint of rank weakness, masquerading, bereft of brave, conscious free will, solely
focused on titillation, & mitigation of pain; I roamed- a pre-programmed ghost in a machine. My feeble,
angst-ridden cerebral subsistence, represented a triumph of instinct over reason; the death of Socrates,
Casper with learning difficulties. I embodied charlatanism, merely a dilettante, desperate for succour;

pathetically hiding inside a prefabricated, walled maze of contrived societal, political, theological, &
philosophical conundrums. Of course, advanced Dunning-Kruger syndrome only prevailed to trap me: a
self-projected hologram- airbrushed to smug satisfaction. Any authentic, undesirable, self-impression
was obscured; uncomfortably, my elective vision enjoyed no tangible agency over others. So, just
exactly whom did I think I was kidding? As an intimate prospect, I’d sicken our waitress. She had it all
going on- young, sassy, of bronzed Mediterranean appearance; elegantly arrayed in a gorgeously
fetching, red ruched mini dress. With alarm, she’d reluctantly discern my bodily deformities (thinly veiled
by a thrift-budget, off-the-peg Burton’s suit); pasty, bloated, drooping academic shoulders, pitiful spindly
arms, sagging, un-waxed arse-crack. She’d adjudge me with visceral disgust. In addition to serving fat,
fleshy, purulent gargoyles such as me, I imagined the nonstop crazy talk she, & her colleagues, must
regrettably overhear, from other crass diners; ineptly meting out psychic blame, left, right, & centre,
assured that like dark matter- all their blow-hard graft’s necessarily fecund, & inspirational, whilst at great
pains to forgive them-selves, for being anyway complicit in all that irks. Like everyone else, it seemed I
was driven, guided by an invisible grubby hand, selfish gene, a cancerous, biological imperative, to
blithely consume all around me, to the point of extinction: could anyone resist? Should I requisition my
interlocutor’s stark staring self-obsession, to fuel a redemptive, ouroborous moment? Could I shed this
jaundiced skin- rise anew, so as to resist trashing all & sundry? Or would I proceed, fey without
reservation, reckless to my end, never brooked, nor shaken from introspective, destructive
somnambulance? This surely was the easiest path to choose; I’d had a long taxing day: YOLO.
As the dust settled, my spellbinding oppo’s meds kicked in. Abracadabra! He incrementally
recovered a composed functionality, spilling his magic beans with aplomb. Initially, his standard quiz
master’s insight- that had I exercised a practical autonomy, deflected flattery, stayed sober, grown a
hairy pair, & buzzed incessantly (I might have at least won a CD player), was just basically rude, minus
any obvious, adorning perspicacity. But, having entreated his gestalt commentary, I felt obliged to stay
schtum, & roll with it. Adopting a well-rehearsed sneer, he lingeringly scoped me up & down, adding,
condescendingly, with associated patronizing titters, “Bob’s Full House isn’t University Challenge;
winners buzz hard, fearlessly. Ha! Ha!"
A surprising gear change of impression occurred; his demeanour darkened. Had he spiked my
drink when I went to shake hands with the unemployed? Things stopped making sense; innate reason
surrendered to stark irrationality.
“…egocentrically wrapped up, you missed the sore point! Had you ponied-up a soupçon of
humility, you could’ve comfortably won tangible, coveted assets, by sheer weight of numbers. The key
stems from being part of 4 contestants, 40 questions. An aggressive strategy hogs 20, only risking being
wallied for around10. First mover advantage assures traction, seizes initiative, flustering opponents. But
myopically, you stumbled, blind-sided by cheers, raunchy encouragement, to ostentatiously climb the
greasy pole. Any fool’d recognize it was a televisual prop, a trap! I bet you didn’t factor your painful,
thumping fall, did you? The crowd always loves a slippery pole. Ha! Ha!"
His insolent, barbaric verbal assault took its toll; my resistance melted, precipitating wobbly
elements of my metro-sexual psyche to flounder; shrieking omnis vir enim! Fleeing unpleasantness, I
crumbled théâtrically, beating a harried, scrambling retreat, from his savage onslaught. Way down into a
pre-prepared, Escheresque carousel of defensive tunnels: my safe places. There, self-pitying, I tramped
around in darkness, dreaming up ingenious escape routes, to manifold, beautiful, sun-kissed locations.
Warming to his task, this mongoloid Quiz Khan, assailing what remained of my present company,
delighted in announcing that the dumbest questions, posed as bizarre multiple-choice affairs, guarantee
that the most surreal answer option is certain to score points. Apparently, denying reason any civilized
advantage pleases hysterical crowds. Appeasement of the grossest id runs necessarily through
tumultuous public events: as essential as a central nervous system.
“…you’d nothing to lose but your preposterous pride! Comically, you’d little to fear- because BBC
researchers painstakingly filter out patently brilliant individuals. They remind fragile viewers of their own
fallibility. Ha! Ha!"

Despite raising elaborate barricades, his shrill taunts reverberated around my echoic emergency
chamber, pricking me, right & left, like a fusillade of burning gunpowder arrows, shot into the decaying
husk of my ruinous self-importance. Like a not so bloody good King Wenceslaus, timorously turning tail
from the Battle of Legnica, I declined to face my enemy, rather slumping meekly, adopting a foetal
position, to seek mercy, yet none was forthcoming.
“…your pitiful aspirations, to become a minor-celebrity in your own right! Thunder-stealing types
wind hosts up; ludicrously trying to out-wag Bob. Upstarts like you are routinely chastised, when stakes
& hopes reach fever pitch; a few quick hand movements, & it’s all over. Ha! Ha!"
“…you possess insufficient cunning– the time to present oneself as quaky is in the blooming
studio! Television prefers weak-mindedness; it demonstrates a readiness to lose, entertain freely- a trait
which warms the hearts of millions. So, drool right here, right now, belatedly, & adopt an impression that
you’ve conceded your favourite marbles, & are willingly being taken hostage, deep into the land of
Cockaigne: there you’ll be trapped son- but feel relieved from responsibilities. You, your ilk, & scions, are
eternally happiest there. Ha! Ha!"
By now the torture began abating, my condition stabilized; weathering his storm. Maybe he’d
stop? Or, perhaps beatings would continue, until my morale improved? Mustering courage, I managed a
wincing peek, before a wounded poltroon within, slammed my eyes closed, & wished he’d go away. I
strained not to weep; recollecting Bob through suppressed tears, clownishly mouthing inaudible
prompts- & slow, laboured, vindictive questioning. Indubitably, he was a rare fickle fairy creature,
medieval carnival king; preternaturally overseeing a turning point in my clumsy, inflated ambition towards
a victorious ascent. Skilfully switching direction, Bob conjured a torrential fluid fall, funnelled into a septic
tank of exhibited despair (recalling my prize of complimentary tickets, to endure Tim Rice’s god-awful
west end play Chess, I remain forlornly inconsolable). As a whirligig of inquisition, & demented
opprobrium faded, like a slug’s formerly finger flicked antennae, I reappeared untroubled, re-joining our
conversation afresh. Given human nature, those for whom change has a negative impact, either actively
resist, or undermine it. Fancying myself positively complex, & superior to common-or-garden resisters
(who brandish a passive, wait-&-see attitude), however cowardly I behaved, I wasn’t a stuck-in-the-mud
traditionalist. Dusting down, happy with this new me; old skin shed, metamorphosis complete. As a
plausible change manager, it struck me that from here-on, my renaissance could enable me to empower
other change agents– those for whom the potential impact of transformation is positive, & with energy, to
lead it to wonderful unheralded arenas- enlivening insipid bystanders, who may otherwise dither over
seizing any active role, in this essential, eternal, cyclic renewal, interlinking life, death, & rebirth. Before
our tab was settled, I asked my erstwhile nemesis how much money he’d earned, researching questions
& answers for Full House- at least he’d emerged remunerated, I imagined. Mournfully, his eyes
wandered from his gnocchi tapenade, outside into gratuitous Soho crowds. Gabby, he moaned, advised
him to supply & invoice the BBC, via an established contributor, who’d sold copy of all description to
Auntie Beeb for years. Unethically, this cad cannibalised these submissions, hawked them, & not paid a
bean. I felt both saddened, & maliciously uplifted at his confession; if he was trying to con me into footing
our bill, I assure you he didn’t succeed. After dinner, we both left the restaurant under a dark cloud.
Gloomily parting, without scheduling any future engagement, neither of us schnorrers had the common
decency to leave a tip.
The next day, looking forwards to a mini-break to Brittany, I relaxed sufficiently, to feel a tad
remorseful. I’d slept like a baby that Thursday night, all thanks to the impromptu therapy session, & I
hadn’t shown any gratitude. Picking up the dog, I dialled an office number, written in green ink, on the
back of a crumpled Gauloises packet; reluctantly reckoning I owed Q&A boy some sort of indirect
apology. Holding the receiver tightly against my ear, I sincerely hoped to leave an upbeat voicemessage, but no sooner had I punched the DDI, than his unmistakeable voice answered “Hello Sailor!"
& “Hi it’s me, how are you feeling after last night’s revelations?" awkwardly fell, rasping, from my bonedry tongue- causing my hectoring sales manager to swivel his bald head- in anticipation of discovering
further evidence, of mental illness, which he’d conspiratorially use as future leverage, should quarterly
sales targets be missed. Before I could act to prevent him, he’d pressed the phone-set’s loudspeaker

option. At which point, this insufferable eavesdropper, coupled with an unexpected reply (compounding
post-game show PTSD), ruined my dress-down Friday, & fast-tracked the beginning of a cathartic end,
to my bland B2B sales career (touting low budget remanufactured office consumable products).
“Yes darling, I had a wonderful time. We wagged about a thousand things & none at all. I drank
golden iced Italian lagers, watching a champagne moon, rise in a night’s sky. You diligently went through
handwritten receipts, for your rounds, with green biro, & a battery operated pocket calculator. We danced
a thousand waltzes, as Europe burned to the ground: same time next year?"
Thus speaking, he immediately hung-up, & within pregnant nanoseconds, which silently
followed, I knew it’d be impossible to retrieve any credibility from my crude, cackling, semi-literate
colleagues, who, with bells on their fingers & rings on their toes, would collectively jam every copperwired line that evening, in Casper’s Telephone Exchange bar. There, my feeble reputation would be
toasted to a burnt crisp. Even though, as a dead man walking, I meant to tender a posthumous,
handwritten resignation, upon my return from the continent- drunk with tribal disdain, they thoroughly
enjoyed an irreverent, uproarious last laugh, at my expense, in absentia. Ha! Bloody. Ha! The quotidian
challenge remains: do I wallow in the smouldering ashes of my former sorry self, or can I surge, sweetly,
like a Phoenix from these flames?
“I’m afraid I need a decision from you now. I’m going to have to hurry you on this one. Start
making sense. What is your final answer?"
Ends

Fall Thunder
Poem and art by Michael Lee Johnson
There is power in the thunder tonight, kettledrums.
There is thunder in this power,
the powder blends white lightening
floursifters in masks toss it around.
Rain plunges October night; dancers
crisscross night sky in white gowns.
Tumble, turning, swirl the night away, around,
leaves tape-record over, over, then, pound,
pound repeat falling to the ground.
Halloween falls to the children's
knees and imaginations.
Kettledrums.

The Mechanic’s Hands
By Keltie Zubko
He turned and caught her there, staring at the boarded up building his uncle had left him, long closed with
even the “Joe’s Automotive” sign taken down, hidden somewhere inside.
“You followed me.”
Her eyes still tried to hook him, as they had for days now, in class. He looked not quite at her, but
to the side of her face, her mouth, then at her long, pale fingers, while he waited for her answer.

***
Earlier that day, he’d almost cut and run from the sterile, strange-smelling shop in the technical school,
ready to leave it behind, forever. Just the smell of the place made him uneasy. He knew, with all the
environmental regulations and the air and hazardous materials monitor to enforce them it was safe and
clean, but the peculiar scents of bubble-wrapped electronics, or newly-printed parts, of plastic and soyderived foam, of paint and adhesives neutered of strength and toxicity taunted him.
But if he ran away, anywhere, it would not have been back into nature, though he had to go
through streets almost reclaimed by wilderness to get there. It would be to an earlier version, he supposed,
of the same sort of place he wanted to escape, to his uncle’s old business, a sanctuary of grease, oil, metal
and even gasoline, that rare (and to some) still precious commodity.
They didn’t need gasoline where he and his cohort were learning their trade, a new trade with an
old name: automotive mechanics. A fraud, really, on him and the other students, dressed in their spotless
work clothing.
He remembered his uncle, wearing blue overalls embroidered with the shop name on the front and
back, always with some grimy rag hanging out of a pocket. He and the other mechanics had to have
several pairs because they got so dirty every day. The grease and oil residue eventually wore the fabric
soft with all the washing, and the stains telling of those long hours trouble-shooting cars with their own
brains and their own hands.
His mother kept reminding him to bring his school overall to her place so she could launder it, and
scoffed when he told her it wasn’t necessary. None of them ever got dirty. They were just as protected as
the passengers of the DEVs.
The DEVs – Driverless Electric Vehicles – that’s what they were supposed to be learning about, as
well as their attendant computers and sycophantic robots. But all that really happened was the students
watched from their stations around the periphery of the large bright room. The components that made up
the DEVs lay in the center of the hanger-sized bright room, like on an altar, and the robots did the fixing,
replacing, and testing. He’d expected lots of dirty, hands-on work but instead it was done remotely. The
computers directed and corrected the robots that approached the DEV rolling soundlessly around it.
Anything harmful or even interesting stayed hidden in the modules put together by robots and never
touched by human hands. The robots might reach out and grasp with strong metal arms, calipers, and
sensors, but not so the bare, sense-laden living flesh of the trainee human mechanics. There was no chance
he’d ever burn his fingers cold-checking an exhaust pipe or crack his nails like his uncle had, wrenching
some stuck part. It was just as bad as riding around in one of those DEVs, he thought, being more like
cargo, inert and accepting, without power to change anything, just taking the route that someone or
something else decided.

He resisted having to stay out of reach, on the edges where it was as antiseptic as the culinary
section of their trade school. Why did he need work boots if he wasn’t going near the heavy machinery or
crawling around, shimmying under cold metal on colder concrete floors? His hands never got greasy, but
still weren’t allowed to approach the DEV transporter at the center, while the brilliant electronic lights
peered down at them like rays through huge cathedral windows.
He didn’t understand why they had to see so well, if they came no closer to the subject of the
lesson than children, forbidden to touch. The robots did the work and they didn’t seem to need light in the
same way, having sensors of a different sort and relying on connected circuits, which he and the other
humans did not possess. All they really did was monitor, no, just witness the interaction between the robot
and its subject, like spectators.
The absence of familiar smells bothered him from the first. The DEVs never exuded the fluids of
an ailing car. No oil or grease. No gasoline, of course. No brake or transmission fluid. Nothing seeped
outside the components that all fit together with neatness and precision and never seemed to malfunction,
not like what he’d seen as a small boy in his uncle’s shop. Engines, real growling, dirty, powerful, gasburning, fume-spewing internal combustion engines, those engines that were touchy and fallible and
craved the ministrations of the mechanics’ hands.
The arid cleanliness of the tech school classroom was too calm and cheerful as if there was never
an unexpected challenge. But mostly, it was something inside him, that twitched and burned, a restless
urge of his fingers to feel what his uncle had taught him to find, those subtle vibrations contained in the
heart of metal. He remembered the moment that a deliberate spark would burst the vapor to explode and
burn, leaving its sooty traces of carbon while the remnants blew out as exhaust. Then there would be life
and power and freedom at the hands of some driver to choose his road, head for wherever he wanted. He
longed for it, but it wasn’t at school.
In his uncle’s garage, the DEV would have been on the dirty shop floor with grease monkeys in
stained overalls, flat out underneath, on creepers, or hoist over a pit, their faces raised up to it, frowning at
the problem, blackened hands reaching into the guts, feeling for a solution in the loose cables or leaks.
Upon “her,” he thought. His uncle always called it “her.” You’d never dare say that here.
The connection of hand to metal, flesh to motive power was bestowed in this place only upon the
robots. He made himself stay and he didn’t run, remaining attentive and diligent at his station in the clean
white shop with the rest of them. It was hard. He felt exposed and vulnerable especially when that one
particular girl watched him, shone her headlight eyes from across the room, trying to get him to flirt with
her, he assumed. His hand clenched on the mouse instead, jerking the cursor on the screen’s surrogate for
the real thing.
What the hell was she doing in a class, learning to be a heavy mechanic? He shook his head,
reversing the thought: No, the question should be what was he doing there. He was the misfit who didn’t
belong. It took all his strength just to stay there and learn, all the strength that could have been pulling an
engine, wrenching a rusted bolt, unsticking a seized transmission. Here it was hard just to hold his tongue.
He remembered how his uncle had quit talking altogether after his vocal cords shut down.
Well, hey, he thought, at least he was trying. He hadn’t given up like so many of his buddies,
living up in the hills like bushmen, or disappearing into packs of gamers that mined something ephemeral,
eating pizza and guzzling energy drinks in the half light, half dark of their monitors. They ignored the
young women who took their places like the one pursuing him with her eyes from across the room, that he
didn’t dare look back at.
Meanwhile, the robots diagnosed and repaired, kept the lumbering, efficient transporters
operational, connected with a wireless umbilical cord that by-passed the humans poised at the side,
skipping them, the would-be mechanics, all like him, wanting jobs in the new economy, watching from the
sidelines.

Yeah, yeah, it was amazing how far the technology had developed, really, when you thought of it,
the guesswork almost entirely gone, but the jobs, too. The diagnostics were so advanced that all they did
was oversee the computers’ conclusions, occasionally authorizing a fix, and then watching while robots
scurried around like huge, long-limbed metallic rats, carrying it out. There was no need for touch or
thought, for intuition or trial and error, no need to consult with older mechanics, no need to call upon
inspired guesses or the methods humans had used for centuries up to this point.
The girl tried again to capture his attention like an engine revving just a little bit too fast, trying to
tell him something. At least she wasn’t one of the obnoxious ones, the know-it-alls who loved to show him
up with their programming skills, or who made snide comments that if he didn’t do better, he’d never
become a mechanic. As if they even knew what that really was.
He sneaked a look at her, poised over the computer, involved yet remote, never reaching out her
graceful human fingers to brush the DEV in its quiescent state. He remembered his uncle at the shop,
hoisting the glossy cars, like painted divas, to look inside, using his hands to wrestle with parts heatmelded or grease-glued together. They’d use all their senses, and then some knowledge, delicacy, and
intuition to find and fix the problem, wiggling a hose, sorting and detangling wiring, checking
temperature, sensing moisture.
He saw his uncle catch a drip from a line on the end of a dirty finger, then touch it cautiously to
his tongue, and he could hear the old man’s voice. “If it tastes like lemon, say a really strong lemon, good
chance the battery is being overcharged.” He’d never even seen the heart of the batteries for the DEVs laid
bare and exposed.
Now he was becoming one of the go-betweens, a facilitator, almost to the point of being a voyeur,
watching, only watching. He shuddered. Why had he applied and persisted, after being accepted? His
uncle would have had a lot to say about that in the days when he could still speak, having taught him
about gas-burners, about pulling a real engine, and how to read the signs through his fingertips about what
was happening inside, hidden in the crankcase, the mass of hoses and belts and wiring, the engine, itself.
He still remembered those days, when the world trusted human beings to drive themselves, and
knew by heart the stories of what it was like before grease and oil and gasoline were kept out of sight like
blood and puke, pee and worse.
No one ever drove themselves anymore. Or at least, he corrected, few did. Yes, a few still knew
where to get gasoline, and did drive themselves.
***
Unlike most of the students, he rode his bicycle to the school. The DEVs, the silent trundling movers of
people might have been faster, but at least he on his rickety bike got to choose for himself, change
direction, follow a whim, head somewhere new and unknown, or maybe escape from town, on the old
roads. That’s what he did every day after class.
It wasn’t till he came to a stop before the one-time garage that he realized she’d followed him, felt
her presence, turned and met her eyes. She had an ancient bike, too. They stood together in an almost
deserted industrial area at the edge of town, far from the school, at the end of quiet streets. He wasn’t
going to go one step further with her tagging along behind him.
He studied her expression, and his throat clenched like the intake of a dying engine, gasping for
the right mixture of fuel and air. How could he allow her in, a creature from the world of the DEV’s and
their immaculate shop, into this one? Tomorrow’s class would be hell. What would she tell all the others?
They would ridicule him. And he must stay there. He needed to stay there.
She murmured something. He bent to listen.
“For the gods of rubber and metal harbor the spark that never passes away.”

What? He knew that.
“In the last days, while the old gods remain….”
It was years since he’d heard his uncle muttering that, like some futile prayer, as he worked in his
garage, long after his employees had left for the day, a tuneless song that died when he stopped speaking.
“Where did you hear that?”
“My father used to work for your uncle,” she whispered.
He couldn’t remember the hired mechanics from those days, had been too little, though could
recall his uncle’s patter to him, and hours of watching those knowing hands fix things long before the old
man’s pipes had rusted shut, just like so many parts on a car would do, abandoned in the rain. There was
no cure when he stopped talking, could not be dismantled like a clogged carburetor, the pieces laid to soak
in oil, then gently pried apart, brushed, dried, and reassembled, leaving the rust to stain the oil deep red.
He’d seen rubber hoses, leaking, rotted like the old man’s collapsed lungs that couldn’t hold the oxygen so
it seeped out before he could get his breath.
It was just a second until he looked her full in the face into those eyes he knew from across the
shop at school, like a laser measure always mapping and assessing.
Now he was caught, secured as if a winch was reeling him in out of some deep ditch by the side of
the road.
“Why did you follow me? What do you want?”
“I know what you are doing.”
“That so?”
“Yes,” then she continued, “can I see? Can I watch? Just watch. I won’t touch anything.”
“But how do you know?”
She pointed to his hands, clean enough except for the fingernails, and she touched one, cracked
and outlined with a stubborn residue of black.
He turned away from her, looked at the close-mouthed, shut-up building, and hesitated. “Ok, then.
Come on.”
She stuck close, wheeling her bike beside his on the last yards to the low bay of the industrial strip
mall, mostly empty with no signs to mark its provenance nor current identity. He could sense her idling
now, like a trembling, hiccupping engine ready to accelerate and pass.
He stopped and pulled out an old-fashioned set of metal keys, unlocked the door, put his shoulder
against it, shoving just enough to make it pop open with a slight exhalation of the darkness within. He held
it for her, letting her in behind him and could almost hear his uncle say in his fading raspy voice, “Well,
let’s just try and start her up now, see what happens.”
She entered the dim interior and he reached for a spot beside the door, flicking the grubby switch
so one meager light guided them. He shut the door and they were enfolded by a potent mix of scents:
rubber, oil, gasoline, dust and old grease that had seasoned and set. A presence welcomed them, he felt,
yes, even the girl. She didn’t wrinkle her nose at the chaos and dirt, or the penetrating odors, but gazed
into the darkness beckoning them.
They parked their bikes just inside, giving the dust motes, disturbed by their entrance, time to
settle in the yellow light, then he led her forward, deeper in.
She followed, cautious and slow now, feeling her way as if through a junkyard, avoiding the piles
on the concrete floor to either side of them. An army of obsolete tools glistened around them, loose and in
their cabinets, waiting for the grip of flesh and bone to give them life and purpose. Belts and hoses hung
limp, deflated, along the wall, above the workbenches, and tangled with cobwebs he hadn’t noticed till
now. A heavy wooden shelf held his uncle’s precious collection of Haynes manuals, covers faded, but still
standing upright, ready for duty, except for one sprawled open on the workbench. He saw her peering at
the page where he’d left it the day before on fuel and exhaust systems of the 402. She looked up at him, a

tiny spark in her eyes, and followed him, so close she almost wrapped his shadow around her, as he went
to the ramshackle little office and turned on the rest of the lights.
He looked back at her but she wasn’t looking at him. She saw it and he saw the sight of it in her
eyes, as if for the very first time. She approached it, stepping around the piles of debris and stacked,
collapsing boxes of old parts, the tires still exuding their aroma, stored in racks at the side, the resting
tools, the work benches, over the cold concrete floor with its breath of caution and repose, like some
neglected ancient spirit.
It rested in its own bright, red sheen, basking in the heart of the light, shielded by the huge garage
doors at the end, shut up from the world, reflecting incandescent light back at them. Even with the film of
dust that caressed it since he’d swabbed down the painted metal, it glimmered. He’d almost said, “she,”
though he was trying hard not to. It took all his concentration. Then, what the hell, he thought, she looks
great crouching there on the filthy shop floor, almost ready to leap into motion. He followed the girl to her.
The girl touched nothing, though he could feel her wish to do so, as if in his own tingling
fingertips. Something in him echoed whatever it was that waited inside the depths of the piston, ready to
fire. He almost expected the car to roll forward of its own accord, to greet them both.
They stood there, side by side, she staring at the car, not known by numbers and letters but by a
quaint name written in chrome, the language of the humans as they once had been, rather than now, trying
to coexist in the land of ones and oughts, with the language of robots and computers.
That was the beginning, the day that she followed him to his uncle’s old shop.
Soon, in all the days after, she had her hands into almost everything. The car seemed to sigh when
she laid her palm upon it. He showed her the battery, so primitive to them now, schooled in the ones for
the DEVs. He introduced her to the tools, let her feel their heft and size, explaining their uses, showed her
their connection through her own hands, to the car. And then he let her help, recalling his uncle’s lessons,
trying to recover those words from long ago, those arcane words like fuel pump and piston, rich mixture
and lean.
The first time she dipped her hands into the greasy depths of the engine, following his lead, she
pulled away, as if the car had gripped her back, kissing her fingertips with the viscous black that stained
her skin, those fingers with their clean and perfect nails.
She looked at her hands, then rubbed her fingers together, smearing the thick substance, testing
the feel of it.
“It’s just grease,” he said, “Don’t worry. I have some cleaner. Come with me.”
He held her lightly by the wrist, making his own fingerprints on her flesh, and pulled her to the
work bench, extending one hand to the canister set there with a faded orange label.
“Lucky this stuff lasts forever.” He pressed the dispenser and something cool, smelling like
oranges dropped onto her hand. “See this, it’s degreaser, a hand cleaner. Rub it in.”
Instead, she held her hands out to him. He took them in his and felt the bones and pulse, nerves
and soft flesh, so unexpected. The gel melted with the heat of their hands as he spread it between her
fingers, rubbing the citrus substance into her pores until the grease diluted turning into a wet brown color.
Then he grabbed a clean rag, and wiped her hands, dabbing the delicate skin between her fingers to get it
all. They were clean enough except for the faint dark outlines now around her fingernails.
“Ok?”
She raised her eyes to him, from watching what he’d done to her hands, and nodded.
“Don’t worry about getting your hands dirty. Let’s get back to work.” He returned to the hoisted
car, picking up the wrench he’d set down. She paused beside him, looking up at the underside of the
engine. She returned to her spot, extending her hand back up to the housing for the clutch, always greasy.
Every day after school, and on the weekends when they could, they worked together. Often in the
sterile shop under the brilliant lights, he met her eyes across the room as the instructor dismissed the old
technology while they watched the robot’s metal arms, intimate with the DEV, extend and rotate,

maneuver and manipulate while his own hands were restive on the desk, twitched and sweated with such
small, restrained use.
After school, they worked in the other shop, and he felt his uncle watching. His uncle’s hands
guided him, as he took hers, moving them to the dirt-caked parts, positioning them till she felt what he
wanted her to feel, connecting her to the car, transferring by touch the knowledge residing in his own
hands. She could sense the timing, hear the belt squealing, tell with her fingertips the broken seal, know
the inflation of the tires, not just from robots and computers.
Sometimes she polished the chrome, tracing the old brand with her fingertips, or read the manual,
going far afield from their task at hand. Cloistered together with the red car in the garage with the huge
bay doors, shut tight against the world they occupied most of the day, there were no computers, no robots,
no other person, and sometimes they paid for this, having no answers either, except in their reasoned
attempts and error upon error. They had no sensors other than their own hands and minds. The dark
corners around them, where the lights couldn’t reach, stretched beyond time or place.
They worked past her bemusement at discovering the steering wheel, and the gear shift, and each
firing of the engine that filled the garage briefly with heady, forbidden fumes until at last they felt the
engine slowly coming alive, coughing and lisping at first, not silent like the DEVs, but vibrating with
readiness in its full-throated roar. Then the car itself seemed anxious to pull them out and away, to run.
She asked him, “But what’s the point?”
His eyes connected tightly to hers all the time now, but like his uncle at the end, he didn’t answer.
Then one day when they arrived, he made her wait outside the building while he went in first, alone. After
a few minutes of a loud, grating noise, he came back and led her inside, too. Late afternoon sunlight
flooded into the dark shop as if a hidden door to heaven had opened. But it was just that he had unlocked
and pulled up the large, heavy bay doors at the back, retracting them onto the ceiling. The light shone
inside on where they had worked together, shone on the anxious, waiting car.
The driveway to the old parking lot and street where customers had once brought their broken
vehicles from the road beyond, was still intact. The doors gaped wide, letting sun shimmer on the red car.
Keys rested in his fingers, and he could feel the heat in them, as if the old man had just handed them over.
She accompanied him to the car, then he put his clean hand on the delicate chrome handle of the
driver’s door, squeezed and pulled it open to swing in a heavy, welcoming arc. He motioned her to get in.
She hesitated, ducked, and slid across the bench seat. He followed, climbing in beside her, and closed the
door. It clunked shut, sealing them in, alone together, bound in that small space, unlike in the DEVs where
there was always some other unseen and watching presence.
She settled into the embrace of the soft worn leather and turned to find him, staring at her, waiting.
“Let me teach you how to drive.”
It was not a question.
He put the key in the ignition and turned it. Beneath and around them, the engine, transmitted its
willingness, vibrated through the metal frame, into flesh and bones and blood, right to his hands, resting
on the steering wheel, to his will, but at the same time, held back and waited.
Before them, the empty road stretched through a leafy, green tunnel of overgrown trees far
beyond, calling them. She watched him put it into gear, take his foot off the brake, and move forward,
choosing the road.

Ends

Making The Most Of It
By Jeffrey Zable
The beating stone called to me. Its voice like a dynamic pineapple
sailing through the ears of incendiary calliopes.
Then the phone rang, and someone said the gas and lights would be
turned off. So I responded, “Go ahead, you son of a defrocked satyr.
I don’t care what anyone says or does to me anymore!”
From there I walked to a restaurant where a swan took my name,
informing me it would only be three days before I got a table, but there
was an excellent chance that they’d run out of sauerkraut.
“Run out of sauerkraut!” I shouted at the swan. “You go back and tell
the cook to save me some; that I come from a long line of kings and queens;
that I could turn this place into the pet shop from hell!”
“No problem, sir!” said the swan.
Heading home, I noticed that people were falling dead in the street and
that many looked like my old boss who I hated, whom I thought had died
at least 10 years earlier from a loss of blood.
“Oh well!” I said to myself, walking around the bodies. “If that’s how it is,
I’ll just have to make the most of it…”
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Mamie’s Fantastic Getaway
By Celine Rose Mariotti
It was a usual morning in Yeagersheight, New Jersey and another crazy day for Mamie Yankovich. She
had a Mom and Dad who were wrapped up in their careers and since she started college, she seemed to be
the one appointed to take care of her family.
“Don’t drop that glass! Joey! Stop that!” yelled Mamie who was trying to get breakfast made. But
as usual it was madness in her house. Her Mom was a fashion designer and too busy to fix breakfast. Her
other sister was a freshman in high school and all she cared about was playing soccer. Her little brother
Joey was seven years old and always getting into everything. And her cousin, Randy who was eleven
years old was always busy building lego sets or airplane models and he hardly spoke to anyone. Her father
was a lawyer and he was always busy with his clients and hardly ever spent time with the family. Her
older sister was studying for a PhD in Philosophy and most of the time she made no sense at all. Mamie
felt like she was the odd one in the family.
“Randy, help me set the table!” yelled out Mamie.
Randy just remained seated at the table reading a book about airplanes. He totally ignored Mamie.
She saw that and just let him continue reading his book. Mamie knew Randy had psychological problems
as his Mother just left him to live with his cousins while she went off to fulfill her dream of being a
zoologist. She was a full-time student at UCLA, living on campus and she even got a job working on the
TV Show, “Wildlife”. Her husband, Randy’s Dad divorced her and went to live in Utah with a religious
sect of some kind, Mamie wasn’t quite sure what type of religious sect it was. But poor Randy needed a
lot of love and attention and Mamie’s Mom was not around to give it, so it all landed on Mamie’s
shoulders to be a mom to her cousin Randy. Her other sister, Julie who was a freshman in high school was
always complaining about something. A perpetual griper. Mamie asked Julie to help her set the table.
“Julie, could you set the table for me?”
“Why me? I always have to do this, and do that, and our cousin sits and reads a book, his head
buried in it like we don’t exist! And I have to go to school and I hate school! I hate the teachers, the kids,
the homework! So gross!”
“Julie, quit complaining and try to smile and be happy! And please set the table for me!” cried
Mamie, making the egg turned over for Randy just the way he liked it. She made one for Joey too. For
Julie, she just made her some toast and a dish of fruit. Her older sister Annabelle just drank coffee-no food
of any kind and no conversation as she was always on some web site on her cell phone looking up
something about what Aristotle or Plato said; something about communicating in the modern age versus
communicating in the Middle Ages; and on and on with all kinds of things she was always researching for
these term papers she was writing and the classes she taught at Princeton University. She never could hold
a normal conversation on a normal subject or sit and watch TV and have a little fun. She was so highly
educated yet she’d take the wrong exit to go home; leave her pocketbook at her office at the University
and not remember till later in the evening that she didn’t have it. She just never made any sense to Mamie
who was a logical person, who loved life; loved to cook and bake; was an artist; and loved to watch soap
operas. Mamie also played the guitar and the violin. She was the only one in the family who was totally
different from the rest of them. Mamie prayed for a way out of this crazy life she had now.
“Joey, come sit down and eat your sunnyside eggs. They’re your favorite,” Mamie said to Joey,
trying to make him stop running around so he would sit and eat his breakfast.
“Sunnyside eggs?” said Joey.
“Yes, and you have to take your medication too,” said Mamie.
“Yuck! I don’t want any pills!” yelled Joey.

“Come on sweetie. You have to eat your eggs and drink your juice and take your pill,” said Mamie
very calmly and she gave him a hug. He finally sat down, ate a few bites of his eggs, threw the pill on the
floor, and ran around the kitchen floor again with the Spiderman Doll and the Fireman Truck. Mamie was
really exhausted and Randy, her cousin hadn’t said a word the whole hour he was sitting there, and he just
kept working on his airplane model. What am I to do, thought Mamie. My parents are busy with their
jobs; they leave the house at 6:30 in the morning; and everything is on my shoulders. God give me
strength, prayed Mamie.
Annabelle up and left without a word, not even a good-bye to Mamie. Mamie shook her head, but
she knew her older sister was too engrossed in her studies to even know where she lived. For her sister,
Aristotle and Plato were more real than Mamie and the family were. Talk about weird! Mamie got Julie
and Randy off to school. Now she had to get Joey off to school but he was so hyperactive this morning she
couldn’t make him stay still. He was running all over the kitchen with his Spiderman Action Doll and his
Fireman Truck and he just kept running and spinning and yelling and he was beyond control for Mamie.
Joey had Attention Deficit Disorder and he often became so hyper that she didn’t know what to do. She
called the nurse, Tammy Hayworth, and asked her to come over.
“Tammy, it’s Mamie Yankovich and I can’t control my little brother, Joey. Could you come over?”
“Sure thing, I’ll be right there. Did he take his medication?”
“I tried to get him to take it, but he threw it on the floor, and he’s been running all over the kitchen
floor with his Spiderman Action Doll and his Firemen Truck and he just kept running, spinning, yelling.
He wouldn’t sit down to eat either,” said an exhausted Mamie.
“Okay, just try to stay calm and I’ll be right there,” said Tammy. Mamie kept running after Joey,
trying to make him sit down.
“Come on, Joey, would you like some scrambled eggs? What do you say, huh? I’m kind of tired
running after you, little guy. Can you sit down for a minute and take your medication?”
“No, no,no! I won’t take it! I won’t take it! I want Daddy! I want Daddy!”
Mamie went to the telephone and called her Dad. Donna answered the phone, she was his legal
assistant.
“Hi Donna, is my Dad there. I have an emergency with my brother Joey.”
“Your Dad just left to go to court. I’ll text him but I don’t know if he can come home. Can you
call 911?”
“I called the nurse Tammy who takes care of Joey and she’s on her way but Joey is screaming for
his Dad. I think you can hear him,” said Mamie.
“Yes, I can hear him. I’m really sorry for the little guy. I’ll see what I can do to flag down your
Dad. I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks Donna. The doorbell is ringing, it must be Tammy.”
“Okay, I’ll tell your Dad about Joey and get back to you right away.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Mamie let Tammy in. Joey kept screaming and screaming for his Dad. Tammy took his arms and
held them speaking ever so calmly and gently to him. “Hi there, Joey. It’s me Tammy. Are you having a
bad day little guy?” Joey cried and nodded his head. Mamie watched and she wanted to cry too. She
decided to call her Mom’s office and see if she could come home for a little while though she knew it
might be a waste of time.
Mamie dialed the number at her Mom’s fashion studio. Betty answered.
“Betty, it’s me, Mamie. Is my Mom there?”
“She’s with the models. They’re having a fashion shoot.”
“Can you interrupt her? My brother Joey is having one of his episodes and the nurse Tammy is
here. But I think Joey needs his Mom.”

“I’ll go ask her. Stay on the line.”
“Thanks Betty. I’ll wait.”
Betty went to ask Mamie’s Mom if she’d like to leave to go take care of Joey.
“Simone, your daughter Mamie is on the phone. Your son Joey is having one of his episodes and
Mamie would like you to come and be with him,” said Betty.
“This is not a good time. Let me go talk to her.”
“I think your son is more important than a fashion shoot,” said Betty.
“Betty, I don’t need your parental advice. Go get those letters typed up and on my desk! I’ll speak
to Mamie.”
Simone Yankovich hurried to her office to take the call from Mamie who was waiting patiently to
speak to her.
“Mamie, what’s wrong with Joey? I expect you to handle things and not be calling me for every
little episode he has. I have a business to run and I can’t be rushing home every hour on the hour! Now
take care of Joey and don’t call me unless it’s a real emergency!”
“Mom! Mom! Please don’t hang up! This is an emergency!” Her Mom hung up the phone. Mamie
just shook her head in dismay. Why were her parents so nonchalant about their children? Their priorities
were all mixed up. Their work came first. Mamie was so tired of always being the one who had to take
charge. Her own life got put on hold.
“Tammy, can you stay awhile with Joey? I have to get to my Art Class. I don’t want to be late. So
much is on my shoulders and no one cares about what I have to do, and about my life,” Mamie sighed.
“I’ve seen this in a lot of families where one person gets stuck with all the responsibilities of
taking care of the child who has Attention Deficit Disorder.
The phone rang and it was the Middle School. The teacher was calling about Randy.
“Is Mrs. Yankovich there? This is Mrs. Toddman. Randy is sick. He was sitting in class not paying
attention, busy building an airplane model, totally oblivious to anything going on in the classroom. When I
approached him, he burst into tears and started screaming. The nurse had to sedate him.”
“This is Mamie, his cousin. My Mom is at work and she clearly doesn’t want to be bothered as I
just called her about my brother Joey and she read me the riot act. So I’ll come to the school and get my
cousin,” said Mamie.
“Tammy, stay here with Joey as I have to go to the Middle School and pick up my cousin Randy.
It seems he has had one of his tantrums and the nurse sedated him. I’ll be right back. I keep wondering if
I’ll ever get to my Art Class today,” cried Mamie, grabbing her pocketbook, her keys and her books and
her sketches.
Mamie drover at 60 miles an hour, her mind racing with a lot of thoughts about this morning; her
family; the fact she had little time for herself; the fact her Mom and Dad were too busy with their careers
to even take an hour out to spend time with their children and tend to their problems. No, here she was just
eighteen and a whole load on her shoulders. She pulled into Patrick Henry Middle School and went right
to the Nurse’s Office to get Randy.
The Nurse, Ms. Digali. came over to her.
“He’s been sleeping but Mr. Feldman, the Counselor is going to carry him out to the car for you.
You can take his book bag and his airplane model. He really needs a Psychologist to help him through his
issues. Mrs. Toddman will be here in a moment. She wants to speak to you about Randy.”
“Thanks Ms. Digali. I’ll relay all this to my Mom and Dad. I guess you know that my cousin
Randy’s Mom is busy going to school to be a zoologist and she’s out in California at UCLA and she’s also
working on a TV show, “Wildlife”. Her husband divorced her, and he went to live with some religious sect
in Utah. So poor Randy is living with us and most of the time he doesn’t talk and he just sits and builds
things with the Legos or he builds airplane models. Sometimes it’s hard to even get him to eat something,”
explained Mamie.

“Yes, Randy shows all the signs of deep depression and he’s obviously living in his own world to
protect himself from all his hurt and neglect from his parents,” said Ms. Digali.
Mr. Feldman came into the Nurse’s office and he spoke with Mamie too. Poor Mamie was
overwhelmed with all these problems. She felt a terrible migraine coming on.
“Mamie, your Mom and Dad have to call me immediately. Randy is suffering very deep
depression problems and he can’t concentrate, and he sits and builds airplane models and helicopter
models all day and doesn’t do his work. Today when the teacher approached him he started screaming and
the Nurse, Ms. Digali had to sedate him. I honestly was hoping that your Mom or Dad would have come
not you. You’re in college now, aren’t you?”
“Yes, and I’m very late for my classes. I need to get to my Art classes but Joey had a problem this
morning, now Randy; my sister Julie is always complaining; my older sister Annabelle would rather
communicate with Aristotle or Plato-Ph D types are in a world of their own. My Mom is super busy with
her fashion design business; my Dad is so involved with his legal cases and he doesn’t even have a
moment to stop and smell the roses. Here I am only eighteen handling problems that my Mom and Dad
should be taking care of. I love my little brother and I love my cousin Randy. Heck, I love all of them, but
my Mom and Dad forgot that I have a life too!” sobbed Mamie. Ms. Digali gave her a hug and offered her
some tea. Mamie needed to talk to someone. Mr. Feldman understood, and he drove Randy home. Mamie
told him the nurse Tammy Hayworth was there with Joey.
“So, what are you learning in Art Classes?” asked Ms. Digali.
“I love my Art Classes whenever I can get to them. I’m learning how to do a lot of pencil
sketches; I’m doing oil paintings-lots of nautical scenes. I’m learning about all the great artists through the
ages like DaVinci, Michaelangelo; VanGogh and many more.”
“I guess you plan to be an artist.”
“Yes, I do and I have it figured out that once I graduate because I love to bake, I’ll open up my
own bakery and in the evening hours I’ll do my artwork,” said Mamie.
“You know what that’s a wonderful aspiration you have. Keep at it. I’m going to write a note you
can give your Professor so he or she knows why you were late. We’ll talk to your Mom and Dad. So good
to see you Mamie.”
“You too Ms. Digali.”
Mrs. Toddman entered the Nurse’s office.
“Hi Mamie, I wanted to speak to your Mom and Dad about Randy. He has emotional problems
and he can’t seem to learn.”
“My Dad has been bringing him to a child psychiatrist once a week. Dr. William Peterson. I’ll
write down his number and you can call him too. I’ll tell my Mom and Dad to come and speak to you.
Randy is just in a world of his own. He hardly ate breakfast this morning and he was just immersed in a
book about airplane models and then he was building one of his models. But everything and everyone
around his is totally oblivious to him,” said Mamie.
“That’s how he was in class today. I called on him to answer a question in our history class and he
didn’t respond but he had his airplane model on the desk, and he was busy putting the next piece on it.
When I went over to talk with him, he started screaming and crying. He was hysterical and Nurse Digali
had to sedate him. I’ll call your parents and I’ve already e-mailed them,” said Mrs. Toddman.
“Thanks Mrs. Toddman. I’ve got to get to Art Class.”
“Go ahead dear.”
Mamie hurried off to the Keenman School of Arts and hurried off to her first class. Professor Van
Heusen was in the middle of class and he was showing the students how to draw images. Mamie handed
him the note from Ms. Digali and took her seat. After class, Professor Van Heusen called her aside to
speak to her.

“You’ve been late to quite a few classes and I know it’s because you take care of your little
brother and your little cousin. But your Mom and Dad need to be responsible for them not you. You have a
great talent as an artist, and I don’t want you to miss any more classes. So I’m going to e-mail both your
parents and ask them to please make sure this doesn’t happen anymore. It’s not fair to you.”
“I agree Professor. I’m so stressed out from all the responsibilities at home and my parents are
more involved with their careers and they won’t take a moment to lift their heads out of their workload
and see what’s in front of them. My little brother Joey needs a lot of attention and so does my cousin
Randy. I do all I can, but I need to have a life too. I love them all and I want to be there for them but it’s
becoming way too much for me. I’ll appreciate it if you can send them a note. I’ll write down their e-mails
for you.”
“There’s something else I want to discuss with you. Seeing that you are so inundated with so
many family problems, perhaps you can apply for an art workshop in Honolulu where you would attend
art classes and sell your work every week at different art shows and exhibits. You would just need to make
out the application and present some of your artwork to the head of the department here and wait to see if
you meet the requirements. Then you could spend a year in Honolulu learning everything you need to
learn about Art. Would you like to try?”
“Yes, yes! I’ve always wanted to go to Honolulu! Thank you, Professor Van Heusen!”
“Don’t be late for your next class!”
“I won’t.”
Mamie Yankovich headed to her next class. Her cell phone was ringing. It was her sister Julie.
“Hey Julie. What’s up?”
“I tried out for the Glee Club and Henry Jacobs made fun of me. He made all kinds of noise while
I was singing. I hate school Mamie! I hate it! My Algebra teacher gave me a 69 on my test. That awful
lady just picks on me all the time. My English teacher asked me to read my essay out loud because she
gave me an A+ on it and the kids all laughed at me. The only thing about school I like is soccer! Please,
come and take me home! Please!”
“Julie, I don’t want to miss my next class. Call our neighbor Mrs. Fentworth to come and pick you
up. I’ve already had an exhausting morning. I’ll talk to you later Julie.”
“I don’t know her number!”
“Okay, I’ll call her. Just stay and wait for her.”
“I will.”
Mamie called Mrs. Fentworth and asked her to pick Julie up at the high school.
“Mrs. Fentworth, this is Mamie. I’m at Art School and my sister Julie just called me that she
wants to go home. She’s very upset. Can you go pick her up for me? I’m sorry to impose upon you.”
“No, sweetheart, that’s okay. I’ll go get her. You go to your art classes. You’re such a talented
artist. I’ll text you when she’s home safe and sound.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Fentworth.”
Mamie enjoyed her classes and even went to the workshop where she and the other students sat
and drew whatever inspired them. Mrs. Fentworth texted her. And Tammy, the nurse e-mailed her that her
Dad was now home, and she was leaving for the day. Finally, when her workshop was over for the day
Mamie headed home around 5:30. She got stuck in a lot of traffic so by the time she got home it was 6:30.
“Mamie, we were so worried about you,” said her Dad.
“I got stuck in a lot of traffic, Dad. Don’t worry, I’m okay. How are the kids? Joey had one of his
episodes this morning; Randy wasn’t concentrating in school and he started screaming; Julie called me to
take her home because she’s so unhappy at school so Mrs. Fentworth picked her up.”
“I know. I know. Tammy filled me in on all of it. I called a Nanny service and first thing tomorrow
morning the new Nanny is coming. Her name is Helen Davidson. She’s very experienced with kids who

have a lot of behavioural problems. I’m going to work from home tomorrow as I don’t have any court
cases. Your Mom has to fly out to Denver for a fashion show so she’s at the airport now. Annabelle offered
to make dinner.”
“I’ll clean up and I’ll help her.”
“Thanks Mamie. I don’t know what we would do without you.”
That night while everyone was in bed sleeping, Mamie filled out the form online for the art
workshop in Honolulu. Mamie’s head was pounding after today and she knew the track record they had
with Nannies. Most of them lasted just a week before they quit. Mamie knew her Dad meant well but
things never changed in their house. It was time she got away from all the craziness.
Mrs. Davidson arrived at 8 am sharp dressed in very conservative clothes wearing very pointed
shoes. Her hair was pulled up in a big bun on her head and she wore small round horn-rimmed glasses.
She carried a big tote bag in her hand.
Mamie answered the door and she could now see another nightmarish day ahead of her. This lady
was not the answer to their prayers.
“Good morning. I’m your new Nanny, Mrs. Helen Davidson. May I come in? I need to take an
assessment of your family to see if I want to stay here working for you. Now step aside dear!” Mrs.
Davidson pushed Mamie aside and walked right into their kitchen like a Marine would. Mr. Yankovich
was trying to make breakfast, but Joey was running all over the place and he had his drum in his hand and
he was banging away on it. Randy sat at the table oblivious to everyone, working away on his helicopter
model. Julie was sitting at the table crying and she kept repeating, “I hate school! I don’t want to go”.
Meanwhile Annabelle drank her coffee fully engrossed in a book she was reading on anthropology. She
didn’t seem to even hear or pay attention to all the noise around her. Mamie was setting the table while her
Dad tried to keep up with the new Nanny who had a clipboard writing all kinds of notes down.
“Is this your usual for the morning? Am I to expect a kitchen full of all this noise and mayhem
every single day, Mr. Yankovich?”
“Yeah, pretty much Mrs. Davidson. My son Joey has Attention Deficit Disorder; my nephew
Randy kind of lives in his own world since his parents left him here with us and took off; my daughter
Julie hates school and she goes into a tantrum every morning; my other daughter Annabelle teaches and
she’s going for a PhD but she just pays no attention to anything that’s going on which leaves poor Mamie
to deal with everyone and everything. I’m a lawyer so most days I’m not here as I’m at court or at my
office. I didn’t have a court case today so I’m working from home. My wife is in Denver for a fashion
show with her fashion design company. So, this is what to expect every morning, I’m afraid.”
“This house has too much chaos for me. So long Mr. Yankovich. Get yourself another Nanny!”.
And away she went. Mamie spent the morning helping Julie with her Algebra. Tammy came to help out
with Joey while Mr. Yankovich took Randy to the child psychiatrist he went to for his weekly
appointment. Mrs. Fentworth came over to spend time with Julie and around noon Mamie headed for her
art classes. After class she spoke to Professor Van Heusen.
“I sent over my application for the Art Workshop in Honolulu. Is Professor Cane in today so I can
show him some of my artwork so I can get into that Workshop?”
“He’s there right now. Come on, I’ll go with you and I’ll put in a good word for you as you’re my
best student and a gifted artist,” said Professor Van Heusen. Mamie walked along with Professor Van
Heusen till they reached Professor Cane’s office.
“Hey Pete, I have an excellent student here and a very gifted artist, Ms. Mamie Yankovich. She’s
applied for the Honolulu Art Workshop and she has some artwork to show you,” said Professor Van
Heusen.
“Yes, of course, let’s see her work.”

“Mamie is very gifted at doing oil paintings and water colors. She really has an eye for color and
making you feel what she sees as she’s painting,” said Professor Van Heusen.
“Go ahead, Mamie show me some of your pieces,” said Professor Cane.
“Thank you, Professor Cane. This first one is a nautical landscape of the New Jersey shore. And
this other one is a painting of a lighthouse in Maine. I have three others to show you,” said Mamie.
“Let me take a look at these. Very nicely done. You mixed the colors perfectly and you drew the
sea so that I almost feel those waves upon me. Let’s see the lighthouse in Maine. Again, your mix of
colors is well done and in this one it’s as though we’re looking at the lighthouse through a mirror.
Magnificent work, Mamie. Let me see your other ones.”
Mamie showed him the paintings she had in her portfolio. She wouldn’t know till the end of the
week if she was being selected for the Honolulu Art Workshop. She busied herself with her family and all
their problems and her art classes. On Friday afternoon, she got a call on her cell phone from Professor
Cane. It was the good news she was hoping for.
“Mamie, this is Professor Cane and I have great news! You’ve been selected for the Honolulu Art
Workshop.Congratulations!”
Mamie started packing her bags. She knew she had to tell her Mom and Dad. But only her Dad
was home now as her Mom was still in Denver.
Before dinner, she asked him if she could speak to him for a moment in her Dad’s study.
“So, what is it you need to tell me, dear?” asked her Dad.
“I applied for an art workshop in Honolulu and I’ve been accepted. It will be applied to my
credits. I’ll be away for a whole year and I’m sorry but with all that I’ve been handling these past months
with Joey, Randy and Julie, I need to get away from all this. Please understand.”
“I do sweetie. I know we’ve expected a. lot from you. I’ll give you some money to take with you
and I’ll buy your airplane ticket for Honolulu.”
“Thanks Dad!”
“I love you Mamie and I’m proud of you. You have a lot of talent.Congratulations!”
“I love you too Dad.”
Ends

Leaving What Was Once Love
By Kim Barrett
As soon as the ring hit the table Isabel felt free.
She’d spent weeks avoiding his eyesight, evading questions and planning for what came
next. There was a bed made up for her at her best friend’s house and a suitcase packed in the
back of the wardrobe.
Anything that wasn’t inside it, she was never expecting to see again.
Mike was more inattentive than abusive but Isabel had seen enough of her friends’
divorces turn their ex-husbands into monsters. She didn’t want to take any chances.
He would be back from work at 6 pm and by then she wanted everything she cared
about, including herself, to be far away from this house.
She went upstairs, past the parade of framed photos, a few brighter rectangles of paint
betrayed one or two absences. She smiled at the photo of the two of them on their wedding day
that hung at the top of the stairs.
She remembered the joy and love she felt on that day and wondered where it had gone.
Even now, she wouldn’t want to undo it. There had been many good years before it had all dried
up.
She opened the bedroom door, then the wardrobe. She lifted the handle of the suitcase
that was waiting there and wheeled it into the centre of the bedroom.
She was looking around once last time when she heard a key turning in the front door.
“Mike?” She rushed to the top of the stairs and saw him standing at the bottom. “What
are you doing home?”
“I’ve taken the afternoon off.” He said with a smile, “I thought we could do something
together.”
“Sorry,” Isabel replied, feeling flustered, “I’ve already got plans.” She looked back to the
suitcase waiting for her in the middle of the bedroom.
“Can’t you cancel them?” He suggested, still smiling but his excitement was slightly
deflated. Isabel was still working out how to respond when he noticed the missing pictures.
Some of her shoes were missing from the shoe-rack by the door and on the table in the
hallway, her wedding ring sat on a piece of paper that read:
This isn’t working anymore. Sorry & goodbye x
When she had imagined this moment, she thought he would nod with a solemn
understanding, maybe get cross, maybe cry.
Anyone who had watched our relationship over the last few years would be expecting
this, she thought. He really should have known this was coming.
Now she was actually watching it play out in front of her, he looked surprised. Surprised
and hurt.
“Are you leaving me, Iz?” He said, his throat barely letting out the words. She didn’t know
what to do.
Of course, she was leaving him: they’d barely spoken in months, barely touched in years.
In Isabel’s mind, they’d not been a couple since the last date they’d been on, their
anniversary, was curtailed by a business phone-call and she’d had to take a taxi home alone.
She looked at the tears falling down his face, her arms longed to hug him, but he wasn’t
the man she’d fallen in love with anymore. She steadied her resolve and said,
“Yes.” Then marched into the bedroom, picked up her suitcase and carried it down the
stairs. He watched, mouth open in shock.

“Why?” He asked and Isabel rolled her eyes. “I know I’ve not been around much lately
but I’ve been really busy at work.”
“You’re always busy at work,” Isabel replied, coldly.
“I’m here now. I know I’ve not been around lately so I thought we could have a nice
afternoon together.” He said, looking hopeful, through wet eyes.
“Until the first time your phone rings.” She sighed.
“I’ll leave it at home.” He said, but his eyes betrayed his certainty in that idea. “I want to
make this work. What can I do?”
“I’m sorry, Mike, but it’s too late.” Isabel turned away from him and opened the front door.
“Please, Iz.” He begged. “You can’t leave. You’re my wife.”
Isabel’s heart broke as she lugged her suitcase over the threshold. She turned back to
him and said,
“No, Mike, I’m not your anything anymore.”
Ends

Shrinking

The Waterfall

By Judy DeCroce

By Meg Smith

Again, life deflates
the pond pulls its banks in
delft tempering colours
Again, geraniums out of place
brighten then, defeated, slump.
That time has come.
Even weather sighs to gray
bored by rain.
The year shrinking itself
smaller and smaller.

I call to the Land of Winter,
I call to my people
in the quaking night.
I hold my hands to the cascade.
The flow of ice over stone
cuts, smooths, carves, and
opens the way for yesterdays
and tomorrows.
Moss creeps along the edge.
The knots of trees unbraid,
arching the earth.
I could run here,fall here,
sleep and awake here, in the
torrent of green.
My pooling, surfacing,
told with tea and biscuits
and laughter in a fireside tale,
but out of reach of the dark.

The Three Jolly Boatmen
Or, An Homage to Kangaroo Island
By PJG Davies
Dreamland
Captain Codpeace was dreaming. He was not altogether sure what about exactly but it involved a
motorbike, a donkey and a party. He was riding the bike through the party and he was not sure where the
donkey came in but there was a very annoying woman, who kept saying ‘The person you need is Nanny
McPhee’. He stopped the bike and turned round and there was Nanny McPhee just three feet from him,
hairy mole and all, staring him directly in the eye. That was when he woke up.
Lying in bed he tried to recollect his dream and then the night before. It had been a big night. He
knew this as though he was not hung over he felt like he had been shunted into a wall by a bus. Looking
at his watch he saw the time was getting on and he had to get up to go fishing.
Captain Codpeace sat up on the edge of the bed. Before standing up he thought he should take a
few seconds to let the blood flow to wherever it should flow in order to stand up. He guessed it should be
to his feet but he was not going argue with anyone about it just now.
It was then that he noticed the hole in the plasterboard wall about the width of two cricket balls. It
had not been there when he went to bed though he had been in no position to know that for sure. He then
remembered he had got up in the middle of the night to relieve himself. He had slept in this bed so many
times that he knew the way to the bathroom but somehow he had managed to fall on the floor during the
night.
This had been no minor stumble but more like the felling of a large tree. He certainly landed with
a thud loud enough to wake his wife. He then launched into a stream of invective using strong AngloSaxon terms for human genitalia and how these genitalia were to blame for his fall. As we all know
genitalia are dangerous free agents causing untold trouble for mankind. Needless to say he woke up the
rest of the shack if only briefly.
Given the size of the hole Captain Codpeace thought a body inspection might be in order. First
the head then the rest of the body but surprisingly no bruises or sore spots. He was at a loss to know what
part of him had struck the wall but the wall had come off second best.
He decided to get up and go into the kitchen luckily covering himself with a dressing gown
beforehand. His wife, Chrissie, dressed in just a nighty was already maniacally cleaning. He was not sure
what but she was probably polishing the gravel round the house. No one else had stirred but a pot of
coffee was definitely in order. On putting the pot on the stove the Captain had a slight chuckle. He had
remembered what happened last night.
Rum comes a calling
Captain Codpeace and his crewmates Sir Evelyn Whiting and Muttley had come on holiday again with
their wives to Kangaroo Island. Strangely enough these were not their real names. Sir Evelyn Whiting’s
real name was Bob. His nickname came from one fishing trip when he had not caught a single King
George Whiting. Bob was a keen and competitive fisherman so lack of fish was a source of much angst
and Anglo-Saxon.
Muttley, whose real name was Doug, was an ex-military type, who was used to his orders being
obeyed without question. In Civvy Street, no such obedience was present nor in fact could be expected.

This was much to Doug’s chagrin and he could sometimes be caught muttering under breath about this,
that and the other. Captain Codpeace was in fact Jack and how he got his nickname is not for the delicate
eyes of the reader. An explanation is best saved for the rugby club.
The trips to KI were always a source of great expectation and merriment. Somehow KI always
lifted the burdens of the world and it was a chance to kick up one’s heels. Some put this down to the sea,
sun, fishing and beaches though the cognoscenti realized all of this was topped up by liberal doses of wine
and whatever booze the holidaymakers could get their hands on. First Night Frenzies were as common as
the rising sun. However much they promised themselves not to go too hard on the first night they could
never control themselves. This could be excused of those in their twenties but as they were in the latter
half of their fifties you would think they would know better. Not a bit of it.
To be fair the first day had started at a gallop. A 10am ferry allowed them to get to the oyster farm
at American River to pick up oysters. Then on to KI Spirits but the Captain wanted to take the crew to the
KI Brewery. This would involve a detour and if he suggested a visit Mrs. Codpeace would flatly reject it.
Instead our brave Captain had a word with Muttley, who then suggested they visit the brewery and so as
not to offend the guests Mrs. Codpeace agreed.
What initially looks like a shed in a paddock is in fact a laid-back rustic bar attached to the
brewery. A quick Pale Ale and then it is on to KI Spirits to pick up some quality gin. After that a stop at
The Islander cellar door for a lunch of charcuterie, cheese and the odd drop of wine. Finally they were on
the road to the shack in the dunes by the river.
Then started the Great Unpacking as the contents of large car boots were disgorged of their
contents: several Eskies, crates of beer, boxes of wine, a couple of dogs and even the odd wife. The
womenfolk were then left to pack several fridges and freezers in the order that only they would like them
and without the interference of the men. Allegedly this is a female bonding exercise.
The Smart Money after having stocked the booze in the appropriate fridges then went to inspect
the Tinnie in preparation for the next day’s fishing. This is a meticulous exercise of testing the engine and
ensuring the Tinnie is set up properly for a quick getaway in the morning.
Once both genders were happy with their respective arrangements the holiday could begin in
proper. It being nearly five the sun was lowering in the sky and the temperature was dropping from a
balmy 30 degrees. It was time for Beach Bocce in which the local terrain played a major part in the
outcome of the game: soft sand, hard sand, small rocks, big rocks, slopes and the odd dog. All would
deviate the ball from the intended place and if beneficial there would be all-round cries of ‘great use of the
course’. The only solid rule was that to throw a ball you had to have a drink in your hand. Otherwise
rules were made up on the run: to throw a ball you had to stand on your left leg or throw with your left
hand or throw from a position where you could not see the Jack. Anything to add to the uncertainty.
Post Bocce the First Night Frenzy continued back at the shack with some focus. There seemed to
be some two-fisted drinking and this was just from the women. Chrissie hit the wall first and slunk off to
bed followed soon after by Lady Whiting and Mrs. Muttley.
The three jolly boatmen continued on unabashed. This is where Nanny McPhee comes in. Her
first lesson is ‘Do they go to bed when they are told?’ Tonight this was not going to happen as the Captain
had snuck in a bottle of rum. Lady Whiting had banned Sir Evelyn from drinking rum given his generally
riotous behaviour after a few rum and cokes. The Captain ever the sensation-seeker had other ideas and
wanted to have dinner and a show.
Liberal doses of rum can be explosive with unintended consequences like errant fireworks. To be
honest they were getting a bit loud and just when you thought they could not get any louder the Captain
suggested the Dance of the Burning Arseholes. This is an old rugby favourite where the ‘dancers’ or
contestants strip naked. Then a piece of toilet paper a length from hip to heel is given to each dancer, who
inserts one end between his buttocks. The other end is lit and the dancer has to make it round the course
before the toilet paper is fully consumed and his nether regions are singed.

By this time Sir Evelyn and Muttley were well fuelled up on rum and there was not a moment’s
hesitation in stripping off. The Captain would have liked to participate but he had dodgy knees. That was
his excuse and he was sticking to it. Instead he took the role of timekeeper and chief paper lighter.
The adopted approach was one of a time trial when each contestant ran individually round the
shack and the Captain kept time. Muttley volunteered to go first. Toilet paper alight and he was off. It all
went well until he reached the end of the deck when he had to run across sharp gravel in bare feet. Plenty
of Anglo-Saxon. By the time he finished the course his arse was well and truly singed. Sir Evelyn fared
no better and the Captain would have commended them on their efforts if he could have stopped laughing.
Yet there was still enough determination in the dancers to have another go. This time there would
be changes and this was vociferously debated. Firstly shoes would be worn. Secondly the dancers would
run together with no time kept. This was because the Captain was laughing so hard he could not keep
time. Thirdly on completion of the course each dancer had to skull another rum and coke without spilling
a drop.
As they lined up together now shoed and with toilet paper rippling in the breeze, their wives came
out to see what all the racket was about. It was a view to behold: A full frontal view with just shoes.
Somehow this did not align with the public view of their husbands, who were Captains of Industry.
The Captain was not interested in their public profile at this juncture given his view was the hairy
posteriors of the Captains of Industry at close quarter. He was more focused on grabbing both pieces of
paper and lighting them simultaneously. A ‘Ready, Steady, Go’ and they were off past their wives. While
there was much shoving and pushing they made it back to the rum and cokes quickly. Muttley won by half
a gulp.
After severe admonishments and orders to go to bed by Lady Whiting and Mrs. Muttley the three
jolly boatmen finally made it to bed.
The Fishing Trip
With coffee in hand the Captain decided to wake his crewmates though the reception was less than
lukewarm. The Captain decided to do his ablutions and once finished would see if ‘the children’ had
learned their second lesson of Nanny McPhee: ‘Do they get up when they are told?’
The answer was a partial yes with one up and the other sitting on the edge of his bed looking
somewhat wary of the day ahead. The Captain said the boat was leaving in half an hour and then made
plenty of tea and toast with vegemite. The mood of his crewmates was not aided by the look of their
wives. Each was looking somewhat stern with pursed lips as if they had each just sucked on a lemon. The
quicker they went fishing the better. With the boat hitched to the 4XD they were ready to go. Then Jock
decided he wanted to come.
Jock is a Jack Russell terrier belonging to the Captain’s father-in-law and his wife. Jock is not
your average Jack Russell as he is both devious and deviant. Firstly he rarely barks unless he has cornered
a wallaby or a roo. He likes action either hunting or walking or a special treat of being with boys, who are
always up to something. He can sometimes be seen on the front of a kayak as a boy paddles down the
river.
Otherwise he roams the district visiting all he can and just turns up unannounced. He has
sometimes appeared in wedding photos especially taken on the beach. There is a myth that he may haveappeared in an international travel magazine. He is also something of a hero. He once saved Sir Evelyn
from stepping on a Brown Snake as he climbed over a farm fence. Jock picked up the snake and having
shaken it violently he then tossed it away. Come night-time there is nothing he likes better than sleeping
with children or women preferably under the covers. Last night as they had no children with them Jock
had decided to sleep with Chrissie.

With Jock on board they headed up the track parallel to the dunes and would launch at the other
end of the beach. Part-way there Captain Codpeace asked if anyone had packed the bait and the berley. A
negative answer produced a stream of Anglo-Saxon and recriminations. After last night it was clearly
going to be one of those days. Ten minutes later they were back on the beach with bait and berley.
Beach-launching the 3.75 metre boat is not difficult given its size. The Captain reversed to the
sea’s edge and the Tinnie was just dropped in the shallows. Captain Codpeace then parked the 4-wheel
drive higher up the beach and on walking down heard his crewmates shouting. Nobody had put the bungs
in the back of the boat and so water was pouring in through the drain-holes. Even more Anglo-Saxon.
With bungs back in and as much bailing done as possible there was still too much water. They
had to get the Tinnie partially on the trailer so that there was enough of a tilt to allow full drainage. Easier
said than done as the weight of the water would make it difficult to winch the Tinnie back on the trailer.
With some effort this was achieved and they could finally launch.
Conditions were perfect for a third man and a dog. A calm sea and tiny waves, which is not
normally the case. Close attention often has to be paid in getting out past the waves in order not to get
swamped. Clearly different conditions to those enjoyed by Jerome K Jerome and his two friends on the
Thames. Jock stood with his front legs on the bow. He could smell adventure. The Captain started the
engine then climbed in the stern.
After arriving at their first fishing spot the three handlines baited up went over the side and now
they waited. While it had been 63 days since they had last fished their run of luck would never be as bad
as Santiago’s, who had fished for 85 consecutive days without catching a Marlin.
The Bushfire
The Captain now had a chance to survey the scenery. From the headland going West as far as he could see
the land was dirty brown and was the result of the bushfire before Christmas. Two houses in the district
had been burnt to the ground but there were no injuries or deaths. Fishing around New Year they could
see the smoke from the fires drifting across the water many kilometres to the West. There was enough
smoke in the sky to affect the sunsets. The Sun, normally a big orange ball, was compressed to a small red
ball not unlike looking at Mars.
Then the big bushfire occurred on 3rd January. Lightning strikes thirty kilometers away in Flinders
Chase National Park started the fires. As the afternoon wore on they could see an enormous cloud of
smoke to the Southwest. It looked the same shape and size as an atomic bomb cloud. What they did not
realize until 6pm was that there was going to be a wind change from the Southwest with significant wind
speeds of 35 kph gusting to 45kph. It was going to blow the fire towards them. In fact it flattened the
‘atomic’ cloud flat on to the Island and the fire raged behind the horizontal cloud like a giant
flamethrower.
The Captain and his household were going to stay put. The district had already been burned out to
a distance of two kilometers from the beach in the Christmas bushfire. The worst that could happen was a
lot of smoke. However at 7.30pm a farmer with the local Country Fire Service (CFS) came round
advising them to evacuate. While he admitted there was likely only a risk from smoke it would help the
CFS to know that there were fewer people in the district to consider especially as the Captain’s father-inlaw was 90 years old. The household of six grabbed enough clothes for an overnight stay and met the
father-in-law and his wife at the top of the dirt track.
There were eight of them in four cars. The evacuation convoy was led by the father-in-law with
the Captain taking up the rear. Initially they saw no smoke but this soon changed as they had to drive
parallel to the line of the fire. The smoke got so thick that it was like driving through dense fog and it was
hard to see the car in front. Then the smoke on the right turned pink then dark pink.

The fire was getting closer so they had no choice but to keep their nerve and keep driving.
Eventually they reached the main highway where there were police preventing access to their road.
Turning left the convoy safely headed East to stay with friends on the far Eastern end of the Island. It had
been a Sterling Effort by the Captain’s father-in-law to lead the convoy through the smoke.
Coming back the next day along the same route they saw the full devastation of the fire. If they
had been on those roads in the fire they would have been literally roasted. In reality the fire came across
those roads probably two hours after they had been there.
Coming to a junction they met a farmer and his family. They had lost everything: house, sheds,
fences, livestock. The whole lot gone. The farmer was in his sixties and said he would have to start all
over again. The look of emotional devastation on his family was too much. The Captain had looked into
the chasm of despair.
The father-in-law’s property was unscathed though the smell of smoke lingered inside as did the
black ash. Then stories of other districts came in and of people they knew. Some had lost everything and
others had miracles. Will from the Rare Breeds Farm managed to save most of his rare livestock. He took
shelter by his dam but from neighbouring farms he could hear the screaming of the sheep as they were
incinerated.
Some sheep on the Island had survived but were so badly burned they only had stumps for legs.
The next day the farmers had the grisly task of shooting those sheep still alive. Only then could they bury
thousands in deep pits. The Captain knew of two farmers between them who had lost 15,000 sheep. That
was two months ago and the long journey of recovery had only just started.
Dolphins and tuna galore
The Captain’s recollections were disturbed by a tug on his line. He waited an instant then pulled on the
line to hook the fish. The first fish of the day. The fishing trip continued in its haphazard way. There was
plenty of commotion as fish were hauled in sometimes of the non-edible kind. These would be cray bait.
Sometimes the amount of Anglo-Saxon was quite voluminous as lines got tangled or as a hook got stuck
down a fish’s throat and took an age to extract. By the end of the trip they had one squid and enough
Whiting for nearly two lunches. The pressure was off.
On the return journey they saw a pod of dolphins, which had found a shoal of fish. Their
technique for catching them was to corral them into a column of fish with the column bottom being on the
seabed. Above the column three or four dolphins would splash their tails on the surface to force the fish
down to the seabed. This shrank the size of the column and so increased the density of fish. Then they
took turns in catching the fish in the column.
About a kilometer from the beach Sir Evelyn saw a disturbance in the water. Tuna! The Captain
slowed the boat. Catching tuna in a small boat can be a dangerous exercise with a 25 kg tuna thrashing
about with a 12-inch lure in its mouth. The lures have two triple-headed hooks so hands and legs can
easily be caught on the hooks. The Captain and Sir Evelyn had only caught one tuna at a time but this
time an extra crewmate meant they could have two lures in the water.
Tuna are either feeding or they are not so either they were going to catch two tuna or none. Could
they handle two tuna in the boat, which already had three men and a dog? The Safe Money would have
said no. If Jock had a say in it he would have gone for it. Knowing the implications the Captain and Sir
Evelyn looked at each other for a few seconds without saying anything. They could not help themselves.
They were going for it.
Boat preparation is everything in order to avoid injury when catching tuna in a Tinnie. Clearing
the decks is essential. It felt like Hornblower as he prepared his ship for battle. Non-essential fighting
items were stored away, armoury prepared and sawdust liberally strewn on the decks to absorb the blood.
They had no sawdust, which is a pity as there would be plenty of blood because tuna bleed like stuck pigs.

Each man put on fishing gloves to handle the lines and the tuna. Both Sir Evelyn and Muttley had
big hand fishing reels with heavy lines for the big lures. The Captain had a knife next to him to deliver the
coup de grace through the crown of the head. It was the only way to kill them humanely while stopping
them thrashing around. Once ready the Captain turned the boat in the direction of the tuna and the boat
slowly advanced towards them. The lines were out 30 feet behind the boat, one held by Sir Evelyn and
one by Muttley.
Onwards they went to do battle with the tuna. Like the Light Brigade they drove onwards and
onwards to the fray. Only this time there were no cannon. Jock was standing with front feet on the bow
and he started barking with anticipation. The boat was now over the tuna. Any moment now they would
know if the tuna were feeding. Jock was still barking. Then Bang! Sir Evelyn was on and his line
suddenly veered from the back of the boat to an angle nearly 90 degrees to the Port side. Muttley started
to say something then he was on. His tuna did the same as Sir Evelyn’s but decided to dive as well.
No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy and this was no exception. With just one tuna
the Captain would have been able to steer the boat to help Sir Evelyn land his tuna but with two tuna
going in different directions this was impossible. The Captain stopped the engine and got the gaff ready.
It would be up to each man to haul his tuna to the side of the boat. All the while Jock was getting more
apoplectic.
Sir Evelyn got his tuna to the side of the boat first. The Captain stood up with gaff in hand and
held on to the bimini for balance. He asked Muttley to lean more to Starboard to counterbalance him as he
leant over the Port side to gaff the tuna. You have to be specific on where you gaff a tuna. They have a
skin like armour, which is impervious to a gaff so the only way to gaff them is in the throat.
Sir Evelyn was struggling to expose the tuna’s throat to the Captain but eventually they got there.
The Captain hauled the c. 25kg tuna over the transom. As he did so Sir Evelyn caught the tail and together
they landed the tuna in the ‘pot’, the large rectangular tub in the middle of the boat for any catch.
The tuna took up most of the pot and the tuna was held down to deliver the coup de grace. Once
dead Sir Evelyn took out the lure from its mouth and slit its throat to allow the blood to drain so as not to
have the blood taint the flesh. On a charter boat they would just stick a hose in the mouth for a few
minutes and flush out the blood from the gills. No such luxury in this Tinnie.
They still had to land Muttley’s tuna. It was important to get a move on as the blood in the water
would attract Great White Sharks, which are common in these waters. As a Great White is generally
larger than the tinnie they have the potential to tip the boat.
A few years ago the Captain had been fishing with a friend, Mark, who was a senior university
lecturer. While at anchor a Great White had slowly approached them at an angle 90 degrees to the stern
and so was heading directly for the Captain. Mark leapt to the anchor rope and you have never seen an
academic pull up an anchor so fast.
With the anchor mostly up and the shark idling slowly past the stern of the boat the Captain
started the engine. It was then that the shark heard the engine as it turned 90 degrees towards the boat and
dived. Luckily they were under way and the shark could not harm them. Perhaps a lucky escape but they
might be so lucky this time with a bleeding tuna in the water. Speed would be of the essence.
Muttley was having more trouble with his tuna as it may have been bigger than Sir Evelyn’s. As
they got it in the boat it promptly bounced off the tuna already in the pot. Then it was in the bottom of the
boat. Everyone struggled to get their legs out of the way of the thrashing head with its hooks. After much
Anglo-Saxon the tuna was held down and the coup de grace administered.
By now there were many litres of bloody water in the boat. They could finally head home but
there was nowhere to put your feet except in the six inches of bloody water. Jock had decided to take a
look and he too was standing in the bloody water sniffing the tuna. Nobody cared as there was much
back-slapping and laughter about the catch.

Heading back to the beach the Captain wondered if the waves at the beach had got up. This could
present a problem. To beach in such a small boat you need to make sure you are not caught by a wave in
the stern as it will push the boat sideways to the wave. You will then most likely be tipped out of the boat
losing the fish and all your gear.
With just two people on board bigger waves would not present a problem as the boat had enough
power to come in between the waves. However with three men, a dog and two tuna weighing half a man
the boat’s power was significantly compromised. While the waves were bigger than when they launched
they were few and sufficiently slow to allow the Captain to surf in behind one wave. They had beached
with catch intact.
Once the boat was half on the trailer and lying at 30 degrees the Captain drove the boat higher up
the beach. With bungs out they drained the boat of its bloody water into the soft sand. Now started the
significant task of cleaning the fish. They would not cut up the tuna here but they needed to drain the
blood from the gills as soon as possible. The boat had plenty of buckets and so these were filled with
seawater. The tuna were stood upright against the trailer with mouths in the sand and many buckets of
water were then poured over the gills to drain the blood into the sand.
Once the squid had been cleaned and the Whiting scaled and filleted it was back to the shack for
beer and pictures followed by the filleting of the tuna, which would take some time.
Eventually they sat down to lunch under the umbrella on the deck overlooking the river. By then
the wives had gathered a sense of humour about the previous night’s proceedings and there was much
hilarity. Lunch was salt and pepper squid followed by Whiting and salad accompanied by chilled Clare
Valley Riesling. It did not get much better than this. Jock was asleep under the table. All was well with
the world.
Ends

The Peaceful Mountains
By K. A. Williams
Clean fresh mountain breeze
Smell of jasmine in the air
Clear cold babbling brook

On The Magdalena
By Lorraine Caputo
Broad earth-coloured río
dully shimmers with
the noon
waterlilies drift
A long wooden boat
tarp-covered against searing light
cuts a quiet wake downriver
We speed along
water splashing around
our sleeker craft
stumbling against larger ripples
White herons fly upstream
or stand in the
shadowed shallows
A man pours buckets
of this sable water
over himself
under the large shade of a tree
& further upon the banks
zebu cattle graze in
thin-grass pastures

The Chain
By I.B. Rad
Oddly, I never noticed
that thick chain,
much like those anchoring ocean liners,
extending outward from our starcraft.
Perhaps an illusion
produced by too powerful tractor beams,
it stretched through the ubiquitous gloom
gradually merging with an engulfing blackness,
that congealing shadow
that kept us in its' thrall.
How often I'd thought of slipping away,
of stealing an Exit Pod
to follow that binding chain;
yet, of countless earlier flights,
none returned.
Others I'd spoken with
had also witnessed this apparition;
though curiously, our youngest staff
seldom seem to have noticed.
And clearly, the chain moved,
for if you focused on a link
situated by one of those luminous whorls
and stared long enough,
you began to see it creeping outward,
toward the blackness.
But where was this chain drawing us?
Through an ever deepening vacuity, ad nauseam?
To some coveted emergence beyond imagining?
To our impending doom?
Clearly, no one knew;
so we made up parables, fables,
swapped tales
to sate our curiosity, to alleviate our fears.
And as few voluntarily relinquished
our ship's highly circumscribed,
though ostensibly secure, familiar,
we crafted amusements to pass the time,
to distract us, to keep us entertained.
Yet, deep within our hearts,
we all await its summons,
that irresistible pull
impelling us to take an Exit Pod,
to follow those who left before...
To where?…

Laughter
By Thomas Cunningham
A reddened sun slipped down the cold sky. The long Antarctic summer day was ending. Eric Lang watched
the white vapor of his breath stream out, and vanish.
There was nothing else he could do. Lang clung to the slanted deck, between the stump of the mast
and the port rail. Freezing water lapped the planks, a few inches below his perch. Desolate as the ice-bound
continent it circled, the Southern Ocean rolled in low swells, slowly lifting and lowering his capsized yawl.
There was nothing Lang could do to save himself.
It was the story of a lifetime, but he would not live to write it.
Somewhere in the Atlantic, or the Indian Ocean, a storm poured its energy into the sea. A rogue
wave swelled and rolled toward the bottom of the world. No container ship or tanker crossed those waters.
Only his yawl lay in its path. On deck, in the twilight before sunrise, Lang thought he saw a motion in the
gloom to port. Then the sea tilted above his mast. It was over in a minute, if it had taken even a minute.
The mast snapped. The hatches caved in. The yawl pitched to starboard. His radio, his food, his
water, were lost in the drowned compartments.
If he had not been tethered, he would have been swept away, and drowned. If he was not already in
his survival suit, he would have died from hypothermia. The survival suit would kept him dry, as he
dehydrated. It could not keep him any warmer than the heat of his body’s furnace, burning through its fuel.
If he had not been tethered, if he had not already been in his survival suit, he would be dead now. Instead,
he was waiting to die.
For two days now, the waters had been calm, their violence exhausted. Tonight, or tomorrow, the
seas would rise again, and swamp the stricken boat. Unless the wreck settled, and sank beneath him first.
Lang made another useless survey of the horizon. Even if he could guess the direction, he could not swim
to Alexander Island, and the British weather station at Fossil Bluff.
He should feel something. Pain. Grief. After two days without food and water, he should feel thirst
and hunger. Fear. Cold.
Was it two days? One of his first sales had been an article on the effects of exposure. He did not
want to remember what he had written. Dulled sensations, a confused sense of time, a descent into apathy,
were all common in the final stages. Extinguished by the immensity of cold and solitude, the will to live
died before the body.
Someone must have noticed that he had failed to transmit the scheduled radio checks. Lang tried to
imagine a trail of smoke, floating over the horizon, as a ship came searching for him. He pictured the
silhouettes of airplanes. He listened for the faintest sound of helicopter blades beating the air. Lang tried to
rehearse the casual heroic words he would say, after his ordeal. He tried to envision his rescuers, the coast
guard men or sailors in uniform, the doctors and nurses in white. All he could see were dark shapes,
shadows upright. He could not picture their faces. Veils concealed their features, veils of mourning for the
man lost off the Antarctic Peninsula.
Lang opened his eyes. The empty sky stretched above the empty sea. The faint wind should feel
cold, when it blew across his face.
By now it was night, in the Northern Hemisphere. In Colorado, the peaks of the Rockies were pale
shadows in the winter air. There were always guests, in the house Arthur and Peggy Beckham built with
their own hands, on the border of the national park. People would step outside, and dare the cold, to see the
constellations glittering in the clear sky. Back inside, the fire would welcome them. Beckham would speak.
In the warm room, his words would celebrate the freedom and beauty of the wild. Eyes closed, Lang
struggled to summon up the pattern of red and grey stone in the fireplace, the warmth of the fire, the
warmth of Beckham’s voice. The magic of memory failed, as the magic of imagining failed.

Beckham urged him to reconsider. It was already summer in the southern hemisphere. There was
little time left for a single-handed voyage around Antarctica. A cover story for Excelsior was not worth the
risk. Ostler knew Lang was not to blame for the setbacks and delays.
Lang could wait, until spring returned to Puerto Santa Cruz. No one else would wait. Before that
year passed, Sarsfield would write of her sojourn in the Son Doong caves. Chiang would blog his way
across the Sahara, and DeYoung would upload video from the calderas of the volcanoes of Guatemala.
There was no knowing what sensation a newcomer, an unknown, might create. One story would be enough
to raise another rival to the coveted blue box at the top of the table of contents.
And Morrell. While Lang waited, Morrell would publish breathless accounts of crossing the
Kalahari, or trekking the Hindu Kush. At conferences, at bookstore readings, at cocktail hours and
brunches, Morrell would talk, and talk, and talk. His tone would be modest, his smile self-effacing, yet the
word I, in all its forms, would occur again and again.
But of course Morrell would not speak only of himself. In his best impersonation of sympathy,
Morrell would tell of the troubles his good friend Lang faced. The disappointment of the movie deal. His
divorce. The controversy about his trip to central Asia. Lang’s struggle to adjust, as Ostler transformed
Excelsior from a print journal to a multi-media platform. Morrell would mouth the pious hope that his dear
friend Lang might yet fulfill the promise that seemed so bright, just a few years before.
Ostler was many things, to many people. He was never loyal to anyone. Lang had seen others
flounder and drown in Ostler’s sympathy, sinking in promises. Prudence cautioned Lang to wait. Necessity
demanded that he sail.
The sun stood a degree above the sea.
Seventeen years ago, it was summer in the northern hemisphere. A restless summer in the suburbs
of Lancaster County, home after his second year of college, He wanted something to read, during lunch
break at the factory. The Friends of the Library had a sale table of donated books that weekend. One cover
showed the Rockies. Arthur Beckham shared the vision of the world, seen from the summits.
Lang began his own ascent. He climbed out of the indecision of perquisites and majors. The money
saved for tuition went to a backpack and camping gear. While his classmates returned to campus, Lang
hiked north on the Appalachian Trail. Two of Beckham’s paperbacks, and a composition book, went with
him.
He worked in warehouses, in restaurants, in lumber yards. He worked on the crews of excursion
boats, fishing boats, race boats. He travelled to Newfoundland, to Labrador. To Lake Superior, the Four
Corners, the Olympic Peninsula. To Alaska. A story about the fishing fleet in Aleutians was accepted by
Excelsior. Letters to the magazine applauded his work. He forgot all their noisy praise, when Ostler showed
him the brief note from Arthur Beckham. For Lang, Beckham was a spirit roaming the wild places of the
earth, a voice of adventure and freedom calling down the wind. He had not thought Beckham could be a
man who stood in a doorway, his hand extended in welcome.
Ostler repeated every judgement Beckham pronounced. Lang’s stories appeared on the cover of
Excelsior. The magazine named him Best New Writer of the Year. Lang ascended to become a
Contributing Editor. He clamber upward, to a book contract. To signing tours, to speaking engagements. To
the movie offer.
To here.
Lang was too dehydrated to weep
He fumbled through the memory for his exalted moments, when he felt he truly lived the words he
dreamed. Mountains and seas and deserts appeared before him, dull and flat as the painted cardboard in a
photo booth. All his words echoed within him, fainter with each echo, only slightly louder than the silence
into which they were sinking. Lang strained to recall the pleasures of columns of print, of applause, of
women. The season in Unalaska, the restaurants in Los Angeles, the awards ceremonies, the audiences.

One moment swept them away, spinning and sinking. It would only take a small wave now, to send him
sinking after them.
Lang strained back, to his first visit to the Rockies. He wanted to recall the knot and grain of the
plank walls and the rafters overhead. Eyes closed, he struggled to recreate the sound of the chairs scraping
the floor, the width of the table, the cloud of steam billowing out of the kettle on the stove. Peggy Beckham
smiled as she passed him a cup of coffee. Her smile admonished him to be aware of, to be worthy of, the
honor granted to him. There were many visitors to that house. Few were invited to go skiing cross-country
with Arthur Beckham.
The summits of Gambler Peak and Overholt Mountain wavered before him. Lang tried to see the
tracks of Beckham’s skis, the boulders capped with snow, the dark gleaming streaks where Big Fish Creek
ran beneath the snow. The ground rose to the saddle of Hardscrabble Pass. His breath clouded the air before
his face, as Lang stood beside Beckham. All he could see was mountain and wilderness. Lang wanted to
remember the brightness of the sky soaring above them, as clear and pure as the ideals that call men to
serve them. Beckham raised his arm, and extended his hand toward Lang. Grey eyes looked into his, as
Beckham spoke of what Lang could achieve.
He could not relive the highest moment of his life. It disappeared into the blank white snow. The
figure of Arthur Beckham dwindled to a shadow. He could not see Beckham’s face. That face turned away
from him, for the faces of the living always turn away from the dead.
The lower limb of the sun touched the horizon.
Lang looked away, blinking. He thought dark specks swept across the ruddy disc. Wings.
Outstretched wings, soaring above the desolate waves. He searched the sunset sky. Birds. It must have been
birds. They would glide to a safe perch, and leave him bobbing on the wreck. He shook his head. It must be
spots before his eyes. No birds flew so swiftly.
The sea lapped over the last spark of the sun.
Lang drew his knees up to his chest, and wrapped his arms about his legs, and pressed his face
against his arms. Angels. That was the perfect title, for the article he would not live to write. Angels of
Antarctica. The story of the rescue that would not save him.
He laughed. The dry skin of his throat ached, but he had to laugh, at the sound of a man laughing in
the middle of the silent sea. A dead man laughing at the flight of the angels. A cough burst from his throat.
The hull trembled from his coughing.
The laughter continued.
Only the brightest stars shone in the polar twilight. Sea and sky merged, where the horizon had
divided them.
The seams of the flooded hull creaked. Waves whispered against the deck. In all directions, in a
thousand empty miles of sullen sea, no one could laugh but him. Lang clenched his jaws and pressed his
mouth against his arm. Laughter rang in a mocking cadence above.
A stronger gust of wind buffeted the hull. Lang tightened his grasp on the rail. Amid the laughter
he heard the stroke of powerful wingbeats, that stirred the air and shook the wreck.
A winged shape hovered overhead. Darker than the twilight, that shape offered the form of head
and torso and limbs. It approximated the height and the proportions of a human body. From its back, the
great wings swept out, further than human arms could reach. The air about the winged figures vibrated, as
if the peal of a bell were made visible. That was its laughter, silent to his ears, echoing within him.
Instinctive fear tightened about his heart. It was not fear of the unknown. Ancient stories named
that shape, and told him why they had come. Other shapes glided above, mocking, triumphant.
He could not be mad, if he knew he was mad.
Another wind swirled about him. A force other than the wind compelled him to turn his head, and
look to the stern. A winged figure stood where the hull dipped down to the water. Shadow veiled the face
that looked upon him, but not her scorn.

A woman stood there. Not a human woman he could impress with stories and promises, who would
listen to him and comfort and strive to please him. If the freezing air stepped into a woman’s form, it would
be gentler than the winged figure. Lang knew it was a woman’s face behind the shadow, a woman’s eyes
that gazed upon him, a woman’s will that would not let him turn away. He tried not to think of the word,
demon, those stories taught him.
But we are angels Lang
Each word rippled across his brain, as if feathers of frost unfurled within him.
We are the only angels your kind has ever known
“You know me.” His dry throat cracked with the effort of forming words.
She bent her head slightly forward. Images burst into his mind. He saw the paperbacks on the table,
and the coast of the Straits of Belle Island. Denali reflected in the water of Wonder Lake. Spilled beer
glittered on a table. Ostler leaned back in his wheeled chair, a perfect impersonation of listening, as if he
could care about what he heard. Guests congratulated him at the wedding. Trees aflame with color, autumn
in the White Mountains. There were more swimming pools in Los Angeles, than there were lakes in the
Yukon. His lawyer explained the terms of the divorce.
We know you Lang
The images, the scenes, the voices tumbled by, not in any apparent order, but in a pattern whose
purpose he could not comprehend. He saw each scene, not from their midst, where he had lived them, but
as if he had hovered overhead, or watched, concealed by the distance.
He stood at the wheel, confident in the set of the rigging, confident of the words that would
describe the sunrise of the day he sighted Antarctica. From the crest of the rogue wave, Lang saw the yawl
and saw himself below, just before the water crashed down upon him.
“You brought that wave to sink me!”
Her folded wings drew slightly up, then slipped as little down.
“You’ve come to watch me die!”
The air above vibrated with their laughter, as they renewed their dance, soaring and swooping to
trace the shape of the wave.
Small things amuse us
Her wings rose and fell again.
You call us demons
She raised her right hand, and gestured, as if to point.
When you do not worship us
Images moved in his mind. These were not memories, for he could not remember the deepest grove
of the forests, that clothed the earth before there were roads. He had not seen men lay down their stonetipped spears, and cast their treasures of polished amber and strung shells on the ground, and pressed their
foreheads to the ground, before winged shapes that stood like men.
When you do not seek us
In imperial purple and in beggar’s rags, men knelt, and bowed their heads, and spread their arms in
supplication. Outlaws whose bloodstained hands still gripped their weapons. Holy men named in the
prayers of the faithful. Generals and philosophers and merchants, misers constricted with greed, lovers in
despair or jealous rage, the curious, and the reckless, and the ambitious, all sank to their knees in secret, to
bargain and plead.
What will you offer
The will to live had died within him. At this impossible chance, it stirred again. Lang hurried words
out, before the chance could be withdrawn. “You know who I am. You know I have thousands — hundreds
of thousands of readers. I can help you — I can explain to my people —“
His throat contracted, as if an iron hand squeezed it shut.

None of your kind speak for us
Each word pierced his skull, a needle of ice.
The pain stopped. The invisible grip on his throat slackened. Lang bowed his head, and stretched
his unsteady arms toward her.
“What would please you.”
She raised her left arm. Her hand circled in the air. White mist traced trailed from the motion of her
hand, and traced the circumference of that circle.
A life
The vapor of his breath flowed toward the circle. Breath by breath, that space filled with pale mist,
a window clouded with frost.
Only a small life
Show the life you will give
Lang did not need to deliberate. His anger crowded the disc of frost with images. Morrell, at their
first meeting, mouthing false enthusiasm. Morrell, standing at a podium, speaking of all things, but only of
himself. Morrell lounging in a cafe, sipping coffee and admiration. Morrell pacing always a calculated step
behind. Never having the courage to strike, but always ready to step forward, to claim the place he had not
earned, if Lang toppled.
The air above him vibrated. Their laughter pealed in his thoughts.
They always give their enemies
One of the figures circling overhead spoke, its words barely heard above the laughter.
She did not laugh. She stretched her arm out. The hull trembled beneath him. With a sigh and a
splash, the bow slipped down. Waves washed around the stump of the mast. He snatched his feet away, and
squeezed against the rail.
Lang recalled a plump face smiling at him. A book was held out for his signature. The wearer of
that face boasted of weekends, hiking half an hour from a parking lot. Lang tried to summon the plump
face, but since he had barely looked at its soft width, he could only recall a blur of flesh.
He tried to picture the faces at the readings, the faces at conferences and fundraisers. Lang fumbled
and grasped for any one of those faces, but their half-formed features slid away, to escape with the names
he had never bothered to learn.
The stump of the mast slipped beneath the water.
No effort was needed to picture Ostler’s face, or the rest of his bulk, anchored in his treasured
corner office. His mouth easily shaped words whose value unravelled faster than the vapor of Lang’s
breath. Ostler floated there, a cloud heavy with promises, with always more promises, no matter how many
had been made and forgotten.
She bent slightly forward, as if to squint through the lens of a microscope. Behind the veil of
shadow, Lang knew she frowned at the insignificance of his offering.
The wreck shivered. It would plunge straight down with his next failure.
The whiteness of the window was the whiteness of the snow on Gambler Peak, on Coyote and
Danforth Mountains. It was the whiteness that burdened the evergreen branches, and covered the meadows.
Big Fish was a dark streak in that white crust.
A single figure skied toward Hardscrabble Pass. It advanced slowly, as slow as the progress of
humankind through the centuries. Arthur Beckham had almost reached the vantage point. The wild reach of
the winter earth was almost in sight. The sky soared to the zenith, bright and pure, like the ideals men
revere, and betray.
Lang knew he must speak. His tongue fumbled, his lips twisted, but he could not shape words. His
heart pounded away the seconds. He tried to bring the breath up from his lungs. The winged shapes paused
in their flight. Her arm was about to rise.

Lang’s hand lashed out. He meant to point, but even that gesture escaped him. His hand swung
wildly back and forth, as if to erase the scene hanging in the air before him.
The faint disc of vapor seethed with white fury. A figure stumbled in the whirlwind of snow. It
staggered forward, one arm swaying before it, and sank to its knees. A swirl of wind parted the curtain of
snow. Clutching one pole, Beckham tried to stand. He fell back to his knees, and dropped forward on his
hands.. The pole slipped from his grasp.
Beckham crawled on all fours. He struggled to raise one trembling arm. The hand wavered toward
Lang. Beckham lifted his head. He stared straight at Lang. His mouth shaped a pleading sound.
The snow closed again. The figure sank, drowning in the white flood. There was a crack, like a
skein of ice snapping. The shattered window dissolved into vapor. The vapors melted in the night.
Lang turned his head away.
Winged shapes swirled above, repeating the motions of the blizzard. Each spin and turn was an
exultation. Triumphant, they spiraled upward into the dark sky.
Live
“Wait —” Lang must explain or defend or excuse himself.
Her wings unfolded and rose above her. Her arms stretched upward. With a single stroke of her
lifted wings, she dove into the night, and vanished into the space between the stars.
With his legs folded against his torso, and his shoulders pressed down toward his knees, Lang
curled upon the last portion of the hull still floating above the water. The waves did not rise. The sound as
they splashed, a few inches from his ears, was monotonous as the repetition of human words in speeches
and books and conversations, all saying nothing. Scenes in Pennsylvania and Hollywood, on fishing boats
and atop dunes and at award dinners, in bright landscapes and darkened rooms, flickered before him. He
did not feel pride, or sorrow, or shame, or pleasure. Each successive image seemed smaller, and further off.
Hundreds, thousands of scenes flashed in his awareness, and as they dwindled and faded, he wondered why
they troubled the darkness.
The stars were fewer and fainter.
A sound reached him. It was not the creak of the planks, not the splash of the waves. This sound
reminded him of the snap of the canvas, but duller. It repeated, with a mechanical insistence, over and over.
Louder, and nearer. Puzzled, Lang raised his eyes.
A hundred yards away, a helicopter hovered. In the light before sunrise, he saw the blue and white
insignia of the Argentine Navy. After a baffled minute, Lang remembered to lift his arm, and wave.
***
In the hospital in Ushuaia, they treated Lang for hypothermia, dehydration, and exhaustion. Doctor Rosas
told him that he was stable, and improving. In her careful English, she said they were in contact with New
York. Everything necessary for his recovery, and his return, would be arranged.
Alone in his hospital room, Lang did not count the days, or ask their names. Sleep was a dreamless
oblivion. Awake, he pushed himself up to a sitting posture, and turned to the window. The peaked roofs of
Ushuaia were dwarfed by the rampart of the Martial Mountains. Grey and white cloud swaddled the sky.
Lang gazed at the window, and waited for sleep to return.
On one day, at the end of her afternoon visit, Doctor Rosas told Lang there was something he
should know. She spoke of the tragedy in the province of Colorado, and expressed condolences for the loss
of a great man and a good friend. Lang pushed his features into the necessary expressions of surprise and
sorrow. He said the saddened words he knew he should say.
The door closed behind her. Lang allowed his mouth to curl into a crooked smile. Of course Ostler
arranged for someone else to be the bearer of bad tidings.

Images of Ostler, of Morrell, and his other rivals wriggled before him, quarrelsome citizens of a
drop of water. His readers swarmed forward, cilia waving in eagerness for the heroic story of his survival.
Lang let them all swim away.
Arthur Beckham was dead. Lang’s shoulders rose slightly, and fell as little. It was only a small
death. As small as any death, or any million.
A nurse came in, and checked his temperature, his pulse, and his blood pressure.
The mountains were a great wave, halted at its crest, before it could crash down on the city.
Though he had never climbed to those pinnacles, Lang remembered looking down on Ushuaia. He recalled
looking down on the peaks, and seeing the waters of the Beagle Channel flash below him. The island of
Tierra del Fuego lay beneath him. He had known its mountains and lakes when there were no cities there,
or anywhere.
Confused by his own thoughts, Lang, tried, and failed, to match these memories to the events of his
life. Weary from the effort, he let his eyelids slip shut.
Lang awoke to darkness. Night rested on Ushuaia. The stars of the southern constellations glittered
across half the sky. He could easily spot Canopus, the bright navigator, and the starry river of Eridanus.
Those stars had other names, given before any human name was spoken. Different constellations divided
the heavens, telling a history humankind did not know. Men looked up, and did not know the legend of
their downfall and doom illuminated the night.
That was another secret he did not need to share.
Laughter trembled within him. Lang clamped a hand over his mouth, to muffle the sound that
would betray his betrayal.
No sound disturbed the lightless room. Lang was silent as a winged shape, hovering on the currents
of the night. The darkness around him vibrated, the clanging of a small bell made visible.
Ends

Broken God
By Jimmy Broccoli
His unshaven posture weakens
He wilts into my arms as if we’re dancing
A delicate dandelion stem exposed to hurricanes
A falling toaster into bathwater
With bubbles
He is crumpled paper and smeared ink
Downturned blue eyes
With confidence hung from rope
Swinging from unstable rafters
Looking down upon a chair with faded and expired paint
I build a fort
Marmalade bed sheets surround his symphony
In stillness, I pronounce him king
Fluffy life rafts in pillowcases
Mix-matched blankets and couch cushions
He sits in silence, thinking only in whispers
With evaporated tears, he falls asleep, handsome
I hold my breath, then exhale diamonds
My emotions spill upon the floor
As I listen to him breathing

One Step Out the Door
By Milagros Lasarte
Should I drop her book onto the sofa? Let it bounce on the cushions and fall to the floor with a dull thud. I
opt, however, for the next best thing I know will irritate her and fold one of the pages of her book, the one
on which I finally accepted I wasn’t focused, not today.
This isn’t satisfying enough, and I’m still so very tempted to distract her.
It isn’t exactly my fault if I don’t have much else to do these days. Nothing but stand close to her
– close enough for her to sense my presence; but one step too close and she might push me back. So, I sit
on the windowsill and play with the one ray of sunshine that has somehow survived the bleak afternoon
storm. I twist the ray between my fingers, blocking it then letting it pass. The flicker of light disturbs her,
but she doesn’t tell me to stop. Instead, she taps nervously on her typewriter, imagining her frustration
bouncing up from the keys to hit me. Knock me down.
But it doesn’t work that way. We both know it.
Our respective punches counterpose each other.
And I can only manage to create fleeting moments of irritation.
I stand up and pace around her desk, and around. If I squint just a little bit, I can see the faint
tracks on the hardwood floor my footsteps leave behind, one semi-arc of growing restlessness. And as my
feet keep digging deeper into the tracks, I run through the first lines of the letter I plan to leave on her desk
when I finally go.
I’m lacking a good opening, something that would make a clear and unwavering statement.
The rest is all in my head, bits and pieces of sentences. It would be easier if I could write a first
draft, then a second. Like she does, to make sure it’s perfect. But I’m too afraid to touch that typewriter. It
belongs to her, and I get the feeling that it will reject my thoughts – as if it were colluding with her, and
were I ever to touch its keys, it would trap me within, making me absolutely hers, the raw matter of her
words…
To be honest, I don’t really know how the machine works.
I place my hands on the back of her chair and lean forward. My body floats over her, but I’m
careful not to touch. I don’t want to reveal anything yet. I don’t want her to realise she might be able to
feel my touch.
She never predicted I could evolve in this way. Always so intent on ignoring me, convinced my
only purpose is to chase her. And when she went on that walk, yesterday, she didn’t notice the stranger that
bumped into me, apologised then walked away. I’ll admit it even took me a second to acknowledge what
had happened. I staggered, perplexed, and it crossed my mind she had somehow planned this to provoke
me. But she kept on walking, completely oblivious to that encounter, ignorant of the fact that my presence
could now be felt beyond the sphere of her own mind. She would be confused if she knew, would
probably find a way to make this about her. But for once I would stomp my foot, just-let-me-be!
If only she looked up from her fingers long enough to notice.
At least I have my letter. It’s all in my head and what is left to do is sew the different parts
together. Words, they’re the only way she will acknowledge I’m already one step out the door.
She looks to her notebook and the scribbles on it, then stares out the window, before turning her
attention back to the typewriter to make sense of her thoughts. I am envious of her – of having the
possibility to open up her mind to others, explain, and of that talent to make it all sound so poignant. But
when I lean over her once again and read the lines appearing on the page, I’m also furious.
The words she chooses to define me are demeaning, and I don’t think it’s fair. It’s become so
natural for her to demonise me, so very simple to point the finger and let me take all the blame. Easy to
say she’s been turned into something she never wanted to be. As if I had forced myself upon you, and you

had only been a passive receptor. But you never admit I merely granted your request. That you welcomed
me. Embracing me with such passion that I quivered. Yes, when I answered your call I did so with a
shudder inside. For in spite of the senseless creature you make me out to be, I do have instincts, and they
warned me you would use me.
Maybe she was scared, but how could I have known? I didn’t know her mind yet. I had only just
moved in, and she made sure I was satisfied with the place, sharing her closet with me, sharing her stories.
She did the utmost to make me feel at home, and the moment I did, she shouted for help. Asked people to
come save her. And as they looked for me, hunted me down but failed to get me (we had blended so well
together), I wondered what could possibly have gone wrong? If I had intuited it, why couldn’t I prevent
you from turning against me?
The sound of footsteps on the ceiling cover the noisy clatter of the typewriter. Her shoulders tense,
then she looks up and sighs. But her reaction stops there. She swallows the frustration, spills it all over the
page, and I can already predict that the upstairs neighbour will end up trapped between the lines, just as I
am. Never knowing how exactly he found himself there, now doomed to look for an exit.
I’ve searched many times already. The exits are few and almost impossible to reach.
She did all I had intuited, but with a subtlety I couldn’t have anticipated. Letting me think at times
that I had a choice in all this. And I believed her because I didn’t know better – couldn’t have known
better. She is the master after all.
Still, I blame myself for not being quick enough, never taking advantage of the moments when her
guard is low, and I could just jump up – out the window and into that outside where it seems I have now
the potential to be something more than her poetic prose. I’m only now starting to understand. All those
previous opportunities, I let them go because I was still a tottering child. Without a proper conscience of
my own. Only thinking and existing through you.
Yes, the letter could start with something like that.
I understand, and I have come to the conclusion that you didn’t realise at first what you were
doing. You might not even have known it was possible. You were just using me for inspiration, for
creativity. It’s all right. I won’t hold you accountable for that initial misperception. But eventually you
knew, and that is the problem. Eventually you figured out exactly what was happening. People were
starting to notice you, because of me, because of how you were using me. And you didn’t try to stop it.
Don’t say you didn’t know how, that you were already too deep in it. You just don’t want to be freed, not
entirely. Because what would happen to your art if you severed the connection? If you were freed of your
beautifully crafted despot.
It is warm in here, but as I move towards the window, she anticipates my thought and opens it
herself. The fresh scent of rain drying on pavement enters the room, and I take back my spot on the
windowsill, feeling the sun shining its rays down my back, inviting me outside. I get why she loves it so
much, why she brandishes its symbolism as a weapon… against me? But it’s my ally too. Look how the
sun calls for me, makes me feel alive.
Should I taunt her? Should I let her agonise over the fact I may have the power to run free? I don’t
really want to. And I don’t enjoy torturing her either. I dare say I never did, but she’s so convinced of the
opposite that sometimes I doubt myself. Still, I don’t see the benefit in ruining her.
I guess the letter could continue with something like: I do wonder how you can stand it; how you
can look in the eyes of the public and keep pretending you need saving, that you’re in pain. It must be so
tiring to lie constantly, so very exhausting never to be truly yourself.
I think one day they’ll realise, and she won’t know how to handle the situation. Maybe I won’t be
there anymore for her to use me as a shield. I might have already moved on. To a different home, perhaps.
Hopefully, within a being slightly more animal, maybe greener – less calculating. I might even be able to
find someone more human than her.

But my kind don’t necessarily get to choose the places we inhabit.
The neighbour starts pacing again, and I decide to mirror his steps. Following the sound is hard,
and tedious, but I don’t know what else to do. I’ve used all my tricks, all the little imagination I have to try
and make her look up from her fingers. Why doesn’t she say it to me directly? Own the words. I’m only
asking she acknowledges me. When it’s just the two of us. When no one else is there. Acknowledge that
you want me to stay, that you don’t hate me as you claim so to the public. You and I make a good team,
don’t we? The muse and the artist. Say it and I’ll stay. I’ll let you use me.
There’s a knock on the door, and she jumps up but doesn’t leave her desk. She’s not expecting
anyone, so whomever it might be is just another potential distraction. She cannot allow herself to be
interrupted. These moments of calm and focus are precious.
I tiptoe towards the door, tempted to see who it might be. But what would I say if I opened?
Whom would I introduce? She hasn’t given me a name. Maybe she thought a name would make it easier
to get attached. Instead, she calls me by what others before her have labelled my kind – an affliction. The
label lacks the poetry she can craft so well. It doesn’t convey the complexity of our relationship. And she
knows that. Why else would she use convoluted sentences to refer to me in her art? She knows those
sentences haunt me much more than any other label. Those black words she punches over the page.
There are moments, though, when she likes being thorough and scientific. That happens when she
addresses my existence directly. When she tries to summarise our relationship and reproduce the chain of
causality. But she never manages to pin it down.
And I do love it that she can’t. She can’t reduce me to a mere statement.
She can’t explain me away.
Those are the moments I feel I have some kind of power over you. They are few. Fewer now that
you’ve fully realised your potential, and others have recognised it as well. There was a moment, though,
when we were equals. When I felt you still respected me – for my persistence, my consistency. But lately,
you’ve turned me into a joke. Defiling me, tearing me apart and using the remains to spruce up your art.
And I pity all those other humans who really are victims. Victims of others, like me but not exactly, who do
become tyrants. And I pity myself. Because I’m not like them, and you got it easy.
But I can’t end the letter that way. It would give her too much satisfaction.
I wonder if I was born deficient… maybe that would explain why she can take advantage of me,
when it should be the other way around. Yet the longer I turn that thought around, I realise this
hypothetical deficiency might be my only way out. Because if I have no impact on her, then I also have no
hold. The seams are falling apart.
I chuckle, and she shivers.
Could you have trapped yourself? You thought you were fighting me, but you were only making
me inherent to your art. You were feeding me, and naturally, I developed into my own entity. Now you
cannot do without me, but I may have the possibility to run away.
We both turn our faces to the window.
Ends

Undeterred

Leaves

By Dan Zurbruegg

By Jasmin Zuchold

Please, please
Careful steps over roots
Webbed feet on boiling ground
The hush, the darting through branches
While pin-stars stick
And coat the roof of my mouth
Some river, one I asked back to the bank
Still rutted soaked the dirt
Another storm unseen
I run lightly
The speed is for a reason
Dimly
And the speed is for a reason
More harshly, with mist that singes my hair
A slick branch I almost miss
Dragging sheets of mud behind
An aching head
Please keep running

If I closed my eyes
Would I finally be somewhere else?
If I held my breath
Long enough to nearly faint
Would I still be standing right here?
If no one saw or talked to me
If everyone ignored
Would I still exist at all?
And the leaves that scatter
That float on the wind
On a chilling breeze
If I followed them
Would they lead me
Somewhere I'm meant to be?
In the past I already tried
To join their dance –
It never took me anywhere.

Secret Life of the Lark
By Wren Voeltz
I laid in the dark and listened. The only sound was the clock, each tick tedious.
My long black hair was strung across my mouth, I moved the lengthy pieces aside. Now was my
chance to escape to my secret place, where they wouldn’t be, and I could forget my angst.
I climbed off the bed, snuck to the hallway, and looked out the window.
A raven cawed at me from the branch outside. Its eyes saw my secrets and my dreams. And in its
caw, I heard laughter.
“Shh,” I mouthed to him. Don’t wake the sleeping beasts within. He threatened to tell; I could feel
it in my bones. Traitor.
Fog clouded the world outside, pale amber light seeped into the hallway. My breath hitched. I
looked at the clock, its pendulum swung, four forty-five a.m. Little time was left.
With caution, I stood silent and alert as an owl. I swore I heard breathing–like the house was alive.
Sneaking down the dingy hall, I attempted to keep my steps light—though each one seemed to
echo through the house.
Pictures clung to the walls; the eyes of their occupants seemed to watch me, follow me, waiting...
I walked past their deceiving cherub faces, paranoid that the fingers in the photographs might grab and
pull me into their clutches.
Air moved in and out, like a breeze washing through a graveyard—cold and haunting.
Goosebumps rose on my arms. I pulled my bathrobe in tighter. It didn't help.
Darkness shrouded the stairs to the cellar. I placed my hand on the wooden rail, careful not to
slide it–avoiding splinters that threatened to pierce my flesh.
There were thirteen steps to the bottom of the stairs. Thirteen steps to the place where no one
could hear me.
My feet slapped the cement on step one, two, three and four. The gritty stones, like sandpaper,
scratched the bottoms of my feet.
I reached the fifth step and then the sixth. Taking a deep breath, I prayed no one could hear my
clumsy feet. Or my heart as it knocked in my ears. Seven, eight and nine. I focused.
Ten. Eleven. My fingers trembled. My breath came in like sharp jabs. God.
Twelve and thirteen.
I’m okay. My heart didn’t believe me. Or my lungs; I panted.
Running my hand on the cement wall, I felt its bumps and grooves. Only five steps to the cellar
door; I counted in my head.
The room only had one small bulb. I had to reach my hand into the room and clench the metal
chain that hung from the middle of the ceiling. I knew that I had to do it. But the dark always caused me to
pause.
Don’t think about it. Opening the door to the cellar, I slid in, and closed the door behind me.
Blackness threatened to swallow me. I inhaled. Swinging my arm into the dark, my quivering
hand reached to grasp the chain. I found the slender thing, tugged it, unclenched my eyes, and let them
adjust to the light.
I took the notebook off the dusty shelf and the pen from the old bent coffee tin. The pen and paper
was a lifeline. In here, I could live outside the walls of my prison and escape my ravenous and eager
tormentors. Down here, I could tell my story—the story of my heart, its passion, and its wildness. All I
needed was the quiet.

I sat on the creaky wooden chair, reached down, and grabbed a water bottle off the floor . Careful
not to crunch the plastic with my grip, I untwisted the cheap blue cap and took a swig. The bottle was
almost empty.
I swallowed the water; it was loud in my ears, and felt chunky in my throat–a lump of coal
slithering down.
A foul image surfaced in my mind. I closed my eyes to erase the image of them reaching out to
touch me with their sticky and dripping fingers. I imagined them like feral mongrels foaming at the mouth.
Breathe. There is still time.
I sat in the silence. My pulse quickened. What could I write? What would other people remember
me for?
I wrote… Garbage. I crossed it off.
Above me, something scraped, and rolled across the wood floors. It was silent again, so I
continued writing with fervor...
Sarah looked into his steel eyes. Damien’s hands ran over her red silk nightgown and through her raven
hair. He flung her glasses aside.
I crumpled the paper. I sighed, and tried again…
Sarah closed her eyes and breathed in his scent- like campfires and sweat. She longed to kiss his mouth—
steamy, and frantic.
That was better…
He grabbed her and kissed her, pulling her so close she could feel the rise and fall of his chest.
Something tapped on the floor above me bringing my attention back to the room. My face burned
as if I had a fever, and my throat was tight and parched.
Feet scurried. Something heavy crashed, and then rolled, at a snail's pace, across the floor. My
heart raced.
The musk of the room drifted to my nose. I clenched it shut.
It seemed the walls were closing in. A scream ripped through the house. They were coming.
The thunder of footsteps slammed across the floor. The wood floors creaked. Glass rattled.
They were here.
Could I turn off the light in the room? Then would they go away? I stood, eager to try.
Something rapped on the door. I jumped. “I know you’re in there!”
Sweat beaded on my skin. My jaw clenched. I wasn’t ready to go. Not yet. “Please,” I pleaded,
“Just a little longer?”
“Get out here,” rumbled a baritone voice.
The fantasy was over. I eased the door open.
“Mommy!” Three tiny people yelled; their arms wrapping around me, pushing me backwards.
“Honey, I have a meeting. Can you please come up and feed the kids breakfast?”

Ends

July 4th, 2020, Itasca, Illinois
(At Hamilton Lakes)
By Michael Lee Johnson
Stone carved dreams for men
past and gone, freedom fighters
blow past wind and storms.
Patriotism scared, etched in the face of cave walls.
There are no cemeteries here for the old,
vacancies for the new.
Americans incubate chunks
of patriotism over the few centuries,
a calling into the wild, a yellow fork stabs me.
Today happiness is a holiday.
Rest in peace warriors, freedom fighters,
those who simply made a mistake.
I gaze out my window to Hamilton Lakes
half-drunk with sparkling wine,
seeing lightning strikes ends,
sparklers, buckets full of fire.
Light up the dark sky, firecrackers.
Filmmakers, old rock players, fume-filled skies,
butts of dragonflies.
Patriotism shakes, rocks, jerks
across my eye’s freedom locked
in chains, stone-carved dreams.

*This year, 2020, due to COVID-19 I watch fireworks off my condo balcony alone,
share darkness alone, share bangers in the open sky.

Walkies
By Diane Arrelle
“Come on, Hankie, take Poochikins for his walkies.”
Hank wondered why he was even with Sherry. She was the girlfriend from hell as far
as he could tell. Whiney, bitchy, moody, lazy and spoiled rotten. She was always making Hank
jump through hoops just to get a little cold ass.
And sadly, he leapt every time she asked because he'd never been with such a beautiful
woman before. Sexy trumped pride every time.
Grimacing at Sherry's new pound hound, Hank got up and put on his winter coat.
"Awfully cold out tonight," he muttered at the bristly mutt who was staring back at him with total
doggie distain. Hank grunted, grabbed the leash and attached it to the rhinestone collar of the
toy sized dog. “Let's go Poochikins. Time for a walk. Gonna get you out of here and man you up.
No one, not even a dog, deserves all this bling and humiliation."
He tugged the little canine out the door, down the elevator and out of the apartment
building into the cold winter's night. “Well Pooch, I can call you Pooch when we're alone right?
Well, Pooch, I don't know why she went to the shelter and got you yesterday. I mean, we were
barely happy without having a pet to make life more complicated.”
Poochikins snarled at the few people rushing by on the sidewalk. “Thank God we
live in this hi rise, huh Pooch, away from the cars and crowds” Hank said. "Now do your doggie
thing so we can get back inside where it's warm."
To Hank's amazement, Poochiekins surged ahead, almost yanking his arm off.
"Shit, that little mutt is strong,” he muttered and ran to keep up. Suddenly the dog which in the
streetlight seemed larger, and even more bristlier, stopped and began digging in someone's
postage stamp sized front yard. Hank, pulled the leash but the dog didn't budge. Giving up the
fight, he looked around and saw no one watching the mutt tear up the lawn. "Ok, have a canine
ball, it ain't my yard, huh pup?”
Hank stood leash in hand waiting as the dog disappeared and the dirt flew out of the
hole.
Just as he decided enough was enough, a creature that could pass for Poochikin's
giant twin bounded from the hole. Growling at Hank, it howled like hell then turned and jumped
back down, yanking Hank with him before he could drop the leash.
The hole, a seemingly bottomless pit ended abruptly and Hank found himself face to
face with a demon. Poochikins, now a monstrous image of a dog growled as the demon smiled
and said, "Thanks for returning my hellhound. Been waiting for him to bring me some help."
Hank stared at the demon and demon dog and felt nauseous. He had a really, really bad
feeling about being dragged to the Underworld. "Uh, yeah, sure glad to be of service. Now if
you’d just show me the way back, I already have a job--"
"Gee pal, I'd love to repay you for returning my dog, but we just don't do that sort of thing
down here. Good turns are really frowned upon."
Hank felt sweat on his face and chest. It ran down his back in rivulets. "But… but…"
The demon frowned, an awful sight, Hank decided. "The dog says you were nice to it,
changed his dumb human name and all, so tell you what, you stay here and be my new
assistant forever and I'll try to make it easier. Sound good? You get used to the heat after a few
decades and the perks can be nice."
Hank shuddered, making an involuntary whimpering noise.

The demon's frown deepened. "Or… I could send you back up as a miniature hellhound
and you can bring me a replacement assistant. I really gotta get help, the workload is hell."
The demon licked his lips and smiled, which Hank decided was even more disturbing
then his frown. "You know, your girlfriend's really hot, she'd work out quite well."
Hank thought for about two seconds and howled his consent. After all, she’d picked out
the damned dog in the first place and he always thought of her as the girlfriend from Hell, so why
not. The way he saw it, she’d fit in perfectly fine down here and he’d get to be a man, free and
topside once again. He just hoped that poor kinda nice demon and his faithful hellhound wouldn't
suffer too much.
Ends

Originally published in Seasons On The Dark Side by Diane Arelle (2018)

The Resilience of Stone
By Joan Mazza

Ending With Grace
(a deer: survivor of coyotes)
By Judy DeCroce

Photos of cottages and cabins,
with extensions and wrap-around
porches, castles with turrets
and towers surrounded by moats
and dense forests, emanate

just lying quietly at the edge of wood
becoming the most alive thing…

the promise of safety. Inaccessible
and remote, built of local stones
that fit together as if by magic, home
for contemplation, prayer, for writing
poetry and screeds. Resilient,

this an old story spent below the storm,
the storm that had been coming

you could overthrow the local lord,
regain freedom to come down
from that tower and tell anyone
who’ll listen about those years
of cold and drafty halls, the porridge
cold and tasteless, the bitter tea,
the beast who refused to turn
into a handsome prince, no matter
how many times you kissed
his green and slimy lips.

pulling into herself
repairing a little, yet, all alone

not to save—sent to watch
she’s become the listener
of that struggle—
those attacks—fierce bites everywhere,
when teeth reaching upward
tore, tattooing a map—
her secret survival…
each day losing more
finishing alone

Saying goodbye, old friends
By Roy Duffield
A snowflake tumbles up the mountain side
amidst an avalanche.
A teardrop swims against the tides
—all dressed up and going out—
doubts.
Swim!
The others they can’t go with him.
It’s dry alone
upon the shore
or undertowed back in.

The Widow
By Paul Murgatroyd
Lizzie Brown is lying on the floor at her front door in a faint. A dark thread of blood is trickling along one
of the lines on her forehead. Beside her is the letter telling her that her nineteen year old son has been
killed in action in France on the third of May 1917. Through a twitched curtain Mrs Duff has seen the
widow sway and fall, and is scuttling across the greasy street to be the first to find out why.
Lizzie Brown is slumped at the table in her drab kitchen, crying and thinking of killing
herself yet again. She has never got over the loss of her only child, and often thinks of death as the only
way out of her misery. Lizzie fingers the effects sent back from France years ago – a faded snap of Alf and
his mates in uniform, the prayer-book from his breast pocket and a pencil stub. She undoes the ribbon
around the little bundle of her lovely lad’s letters and postcards home. She takes out the last one he wrote
and reads the well-known words: They tell us this is the war to end war and Im proud to fite for that and
protect dear old England and our sivilizashun and make the world a safe place, I wud gladly lay down my
life for that nobel end. Lizzie hears her boy saying that to her. She thinks over his words, pursing her lips
and nodding her grey head. Finally she decides yet again that ending it all would be dishonouring Alf and
make his sacrifice pointless, because he fought and died so she and others could live on in a world free
from war. She sighs and slowly straightens her scrawny back.
Alf’s last letter is on the kitchen table, crumpled up, next to half a Woodbine doused in a
chipped teacup and a small Bakelite radio on which Neville Chamberlain has just announced that Britain
is at war with Germany. Lizzie Brown is lying on the floor, her head in the gas oven, dead.
Ends

The Great Escape
By Mark Hudson

The artist is nothing without the gift, but the gift is nothing without the work – Emile Zola

The artist is like a magician,
he creates much superstition.
Like a Houdini handcuffed to haikus,
or a Baroque barista belting blues.
The artists who mattered the most,
are nothing more than a ghost.
But art fans make them live on,
come on, pass that baton.
Every culture contributes a vision,
but in the end, we all have decisions.
Is television, or the internet the reason?
I watch too much TV every season.
In the renaissance, they had no TV,
so painters had no make-believe free.
From the corner of their wild imaginations,
came art that would inspire every nation.
In the end the thieves took their art,
and their paintings appeared at Wal-marts.
Everybody could have an impression,
of an artist who lived with depression.
The artist must continue to create,
before it gets to be too late
If you need some type of a cue,
get out, while the sky is still blue.

Masked Game
By Yash Seyedbagheri
After a thousand virus stories, I turn mask-wearing into a game.
I’m Abdullah Al-Douchebag, swarthy mogul, scaring bigots into thinking I’m a terrorist. I’m also
a bandit, trying to capture money and a bank president’s daughter. In every scenario, people genuflect. The
virus too.
But with each stride, weary eyes rise before me. Brothers and older sisters, mothers and fathers,
young couples with awfully slow gaits. Some slouch. Frowns poke through masks.
I want to say something, but what? It can’t come here? Play a game? Turn off the news?
I pull my mask up.
Am I frowning?
Or crying?

Bookend
By Roy Duffield
The world is a book.
I’m bored
And don’t see the point
In seeing it through
To
The End.

