


Blake Ouellet 

It's Not Your Fault 

 Her cracking hand felt like broken needles, raw from the inevitable ruination of 

an aging pine tree in the cold, and I swear for just an instant I felt at home.  Her 

cheeks were swollen in the cold and her rose coloured nose told the tale of the day 

that we had just spent walking this coastline and making up stories of growing old 

together.  She belonged there.  It was as if the streets were there exclusively for her, 

new pebbles erecting with every stride she took as we walked arm in arm, the algid 

air biting at our necks, synonymous with ourselves. 

 I didn't belong there. There were no pines, save for the needles that drew 

lines in her palms.  I could have told myself that this was where it should end, that 

the closest place to home was be her broken skin.  She looked at me with half smile 

that made me stutter and I could smell spring on her breath as she leaned closer, 

hopeful for a moment of warmth. 

 Like some sort of beacon, I looked past her silver hair that mimicked the 

swelling ocean and saw my liberation. Haunting steam rose like an apparition from 

the tops of the train engines as they bellowed to the world news of their impending 

departure, apathetic to whether or not anyone was listening. I knew that right then I 

had to break away. With her palm in mine and her cheeks begging for a hearth, my 

lips trembled as my words stumbled over themselves and she gave me a look with 

her glassy doe eyes that would have brought my to my knees if they weren't too 

frozen to fold.  As she stared to me or through me, I couldn't tell, the ocean behind 

her mocked her filling eyes, and I knew that she knew.   

 Through a brief instance of mutual understanding, and an unspoken 

reassurance that this would not be where it ended, before she hid behind her glinting 

hair, I promised her "It's not your fault".   

 

 

 



Dana Isaly  

 

 

Ghost Bridge 

 

That summer was stifling with the heat 

 

you created. Your breath scorching my skin. 

 

Lying naked, bare down to the very bones 

 

painfully exposed under your steady eyes. 

 

Feeling constantly tip-toed on the edge 

 

of Ghost Bridge, nearly colliding with the current. 

 

I took up smoking to prove a point 

 

and discovered the calming burn of rum 

 

at four a.m. on sweat stained sheets. 

 

Never being fully clothed in water fights, 

 

we fought with awkward limbs to deny ourselves 

 

as we kissed everyone and everyone kissed us. 

 

You taught me how to fight and to be myself, 

 

how to wrestle that gun from your trembling hands. 

 

Then I left, only to watch that bridge join the water. 



Stains (for S) 

 

This mind painted crooked, spiralling 

 

out into iris’s coloured with henna. 

 

Bruised a dirty amber, cracked and 

 

tired. Shockwaves free-flow from 

 

brain to fingertips; playful gooseflesh 

 

rises and words tug at the corners 

 

of your lips. Doubt shatters passion 

 

across pallid skin to form constellations, 

 

delicate displays you grieve. Your 

 

words plant sunflowers in the lurid 

 

corners of my mind, staining it gold. 

  



 

Faded  (for Lee) 

 

I painted brightly coloured pictures 

 

on your wood-panelled walls to fight off 

 

those monsters that never let you sleep. 

 

 

Anything you asked 

 

in the dark seemed to creep its way across 

 

the floor and wrap itself around my ankles, 

 

rooting me to your side. It scratched and clawed 

 

at my skin, begging me to stay. We were left with 

 

a hunger to feel connected with those four walls, 

 

that bed. You would roll to one side laughing, 

 

helpless and weak with sour, mustard skin 

 

and acrid breath. 

 

 

I withered away at your agony, 

 

realising that pretty pictures 

 



could never protect you from yourself. 

  



Christian Fennell 

In Death I Dream Of You Yet  

See me dying, withered and decaying between crisp white sheets. I wait for the prick 

of the needle. It comes and the warm reprieve takes me again. 

I run dark and empty city streets, everything is still and quiet and I stop. My heart 

pounds and resounds in my head and I begin to sweat. I watch thin pools of water 

gathered upon the road beginning to ripple. I look behind me, an immeasurable 

distance back to the birthplace of darkness itself. I turn back and a two-headed dog 

with massive jaws that foam and drip sinks both sets of jaws deep into my face. We 

fall to the cobblestone surface of the road and my faceless head lulls forward and the 

dog takes it. The heads growl and snap racing for my red-black hole. They hollow 

me out. They rip and consume the skin from my bones and eat the bones so that all 

remains of me is a scull dripping in blood from a scalp that is nothing more than a 

few splotches of dark hair. 

And then I see you, sitting at the end of our bed wrapped in your heavy white 

bathrobe, your skin fresh and pink from a warm tub. And even with the stain of this 

life worn so heavy upon your face, you are beautiful. Your light blue eyes, long black 

hair, and lips that crave red lipstick, still all shine despite the small fog that settles at 

the front of your brain, goes away, comes back and settles again. 

I wake in the dark, the room silent and thick with the smell of my pending death. I 

open my eyes and then I close them agan. 

We are together on the porch stairs, leaning back, the warm sun upon our faces 

watching our four young children walk down our long, shaded driveway. They walk 

and talk and play and stop to see the horses come to the white post and rail fence to 

see them off. The horses’ tails flicking at flies, the school bus honking and waiting. 

We smoke and talk and time passes in our words like a faint breeze across our 

world, a world that was ours for the making. 

You wore faded and ripped jeans and a white tank top and we laid back flat against 

the warm porch boards and made love in the sunlight. 



That night you drank a bottle of red wine, took another one with you, and you drove 

away. You drove down a dark country road. You drove onto an irrigated field of 

beans and you ran a jagged piece of green glass across your wrist. They said you 

wouldn't make it. That's what they said. But you did. You stayed. 

My breathing raspy and heavy in my chest, I see the children now, standing before 

me, beautiful, still and quiet, their sad young eyes filled with so much fear and 

uncertainty. 

The needle comes, and I go again. 

You wake from a late morning nap and walk to a chair by the window where you sit 

looking out at a cool autumn day without sun. You watch for a while, crisp red-brown 

leaves whirling and tumbling down the vacant road. You look at me and I see it, the 

same as if it were an object you held in your hands before me. Your wellness has 

surrendered, betraying you again. This hope that has sustained, that you’ve held 

tight beneath warmth sheets in your nights, has fallen away again leaving you cold 

and alone. The uneasiness you feel rings just beneath your skin where the pain that 

stalks you waits harbored in a darkness so whole and complete that you know it 

must come from somewhere beyond yourself. It calls now, and it won’t be put off. 

Not by doctors, by meds, not by me, not by you, not by the letting of your own blood. 

It will come. 

You draw a warm tub and drink a glass of red wine. You lean your head back and 

cry, long and silent again. You stop, get up, put on your heavy white bathrobe and 

walk back to our room and sit at the end of our bed. 

I dream that I wake and see you there, and you are beautiful. 

We talk and laugh, twenty years warmed by the sun breaking through the open 

window. We stay like this, a very long time. Somewhere in the house we hear the 

kids yell and scream. One of us should go to them. "Please," I hear myself saying. 

"Stay." 

The tears that flow now are mine. 

I wake and think back to that day not long after we moved to this little house in town. 

I was not yet sick. I went down into the basement. I can’t remember why. I came 



back up and you were gone. And it was not like at the farm, there were too many 

places for you to go--too many side streets, dead-end streets, parks and strip malls. 

They found you alone in the night, parked behind an abandoned building. Gone, 

empty bottles squeezed tight at your feet. 

I wake, unaware I've been sleeping. I'm confused and unable to distinguish myself 

from the darkness. A warm touch upon my face. A whisper. “In the guardianship of 

perfect silence, all shall be known." 

Your eyes, so blue and clear, your long black hair swaying, your red lips full and 

parted. Our feet entwined, twist and twirl, in soft white sand on a vast empty beach I 

have never seen before. And we dance. A dance of time. All our moments spent. 

“END” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jem Henderson 

 

Blind Eye 

 

Behind the curtains and dead-bolted door 

She cries into her pillow 

She tried to throw him out last night 

Has ink blue bruises to show for it 

 

He sits in the bar 

Surrounded by shadows which 

He tries to drink away 

Ghosts of past failures 

Translate into future fists 

Crashing down 

Smashing her 

Breaking her 

 

His sycophantic followers 

Too frightened to face their own decline 

One of us, they think 

He’s not like that 

So quick to make excuses 

That when they see her bruises 

Watch him push her into a wall 

He’s just drunk 

It’s not his fault 



 

The problem is 

That each blind eye 

Each look away 

Let’s him know that it’s okay 

That no one cares about his fists 

They’ll all just say 

It’s ‘cos he’s pissed 

He didn’t mean it  

He’s a nice guy 

 

Yet all the while she sits and cries 

He’s told her that she’s worthless now 

She’s just a poor, unfortunate 

Stupid fat cow 

 

He’s told her with his lies, a punch 

His indiscretions 

His drinking: his crutch 

So she believes she’s inferior 

When in fact, it’s him in fear of her 

Leaving, because he’ll have nothing 

So he scares her into staying 

 

With each blind eye he holds more control 

Until one day 

Everyone will see the blue flashing light 



Hear the scream of the ambulance siren 

 

And wish that they had spoken. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jackie Fallows 

 

All Ears 

 

 “Bluebird’s singing.” 

 

 “On it.”  I signal to Team Leader, acknowledge the quiet response.  There are 

no raised voices here.  Ever. 

 

 We’ve been waiting months for Bluebird to go live.  His fellow songbirds have 

been twittering away for some time, steadily and unwittingly giving us the 

background, but there’s been nothing for us to commit on.  Until now.  Bluebird’s 

singing may be pretty; his song is frightful. 

 

 “Alpha One.”  Team Leader initiates prime messaging.  The relevant 

authorities will receive only as much data as they need to take effective action.  In 

the case of failure, it will be their heads that roll.  The data cannot be traced back to 

us.  Of course, failure might mean that heads will already have rolled, many of them 

completely innocent.  Maybe even yours.  But not ours, never ours.  We would 

prefer, however, that such a scenario does not eventuate. 

 

 “Alpha One Point Two Zero.”  Team Leader authorises secondary messaging: 

corroborating information from an impeccable source.  Now the authorities have to 

act.    There will be urgent summons; liaisons; much grave demeanour; orders given 

with ponderous solemnity.  All this is necessary so that the authorities can be seen to 

be in control.  Their resolve must appear unshakeable, or there will be panic.   

 

 The ether begins to hum, each vibration a vital tone in the symphony.  Without 

it, we cannot perform a full orchestration. 

 

 “Discord.’’  My colleague has issued the word evenly and unemotionally, as all 

utterance here must be.   

 

 Team Leader turns.  “Elaborate.”  



 

 “Bluebird’s singing is too loud.” 

 

 “The authorities?” 

 

 “Harmonics becoming inconsistent.” 

 

 “Gamma Twenty.”  There is no hesitation in giving the order for complete 

black-out.  It is not ideal, since it will not affect Bluebird’s ability to sing, but it will 

silence his song temporarily.  And we have its signature notes. 

 

* * *  

 

 “Delta Five.”  Team Leader is directing a selective removal of the black-out.  

Thus we ensure that each of the relevant authorities receives its signals as a 

separate section, since they clearly still lack the ability to adopt any concept of 

autonomous harmony.   Let it be recorded that Team Leader has taken up the 

position of ultimate conductor out of sheer necessity. 

 

 “Strings tuned.”  I report that the first authority is primed for action. 

 

 “Delta Four.” 

 

 “Woodwind tuned.” 

 

 “Delta Three.” 

 

 “Brass tuned.” 

 

 “Delta Two.” 

 

 “Percussion tuned.” 

 

 “Delta One.” 



 

 “Chorus in tune.”  It is essential that the media give out our version of events, 

which they will as the authorities have issued a global R-notice, under which only the 

imparted facts may be reported.  The ban on editorial and ‘expert’ comment is 

absolute.  A D-notice in these circumstances is insufficient.  Although we have traced 

Bluebird’s present song to a specific British location, Bluebird himself is migratory, 

and is known to have roosts elsewhere.  

 

 “Omicron.”  Each section has received its instructions, the circle is complete, 

and Team Leader waits only for Bluebird to start singing.  His signature notes will be 

our trigger. 

 

* * * 

 

 “Migrant status.  I repeat, migrant status.”  Repetition is the signal for an 

urgent response to a fluid situation.  Bluebird has flown outside the circle, and is 

mobile.   

 

 “Location?” 

 

 “Airborne over south-west Scotland.”  The focus needs to change.  Bluebird is 

on his way to the US and can be dealt with later.  Now we must concentrate our 

attention on the songbirds. 

 

 “Epsilon Nine.”  All sensors are on maximum.  We can feel the tension in the 

ether. 

 

 “Flock dispersal.”  As expected, it’s a multiple attack. 

 

 “Interference from the Twittersphere.”  One of your celebrities has chosen this 

moment to go public on her sexual preferences, right in the centre of our field of 

operations. 

 



 “Gamma Two Point Five.”  Team Leader instigates an immediate selective 

black-out.  The celebrity and her followers are silenced.  We can hear the songbirds 

clearly once more.  They are in position. 

 

 “Gamma Zero Point Zero Zero One.”  The black-out is at its most intense and 

focused purely on the songbirds.  They are silenced, unable to trigger their devices. 

 

 “Omega.”  The authorities are given their targets. 

 

 “Songbirds destroyed.”  

 

 “Delta One Point Five Zero.”  Team Leader provides the necessary substance 

for all your news channels.  The R-notice remains in force. 

  

* * * 

 

   “Bluebird has landed.” 

 

 “Omega.”  The US authorities are primed and ready. 

 

 “Bluebird destroyed.”  Once again we have saved you from yourselves. 

 

 You can’t see us.  You can’t smell us.  You can’t touch us.  But we’re here.  

Always.  And we know everything about every one of you. 

 

 We’re the Listeners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Miles Salter  

 

Your Country Needs You 

  

to leave your children, wives and kitchens 

 

and learn how to fire and reload; to go to France 

 

and dig into the ground; to follow orders; to sing 

 

songs in the rain about Tipperary. Your Country 

 

Needs You to live in a landscape without trees, 

 

to dwell with rats in water, to share rations 

 

from a metal box, to write cheerful letters 

 

home, to walk across a field in daylight as 

 

bullets plough through ribcages, kidneys 

 

and brains. Your Country Needs You to plunge 

 

a bayonet into the enemy, to smash the butt 

 

of your gun into his face, creasing his teeth 

 

and nose until he falls backwards with a shrug.  

 

Your Country Needs You to forget the rules 

 

of cricket and become something else, a man 

 



who sweats and screams in his sleep, a man  

 

who beats his wife and daughter, a man 

 

who saw the stern eyes, dark moustache and 

 

pointing finger, and did what he was told. 

 

Andy Cashmore 

The Night Before 

 

‘So I got a text from this morning from a guy I met last September.’ 

‘What? How random.’ 

‘I know, he asked me if I wanted to meet up. I was like it’s a bit late for that.’ 

 

**** 

 

They left the club together, sweaty palms clasped together, away from the hips and 

shoulders they had been wrapped around all evening. It wasn’t far to her house and 

the evening, while bitterly windy, was pleasant on their warm bodies. He was 

pleasant, laughing in the right places of her drunken ramblings, pitching in with his 

own rude anecdotes – Right in the middle of the pool hall he yells ‘this is how I pot 

my balls’ and pulls his trousers down and climbs onto the table – much to her 

amusement – Your friend sounds crazy! At her house they kissed and exchanged 

numbers.  

 I’ll call you tomorrow he said and watched her enter the house. Just a couple 

of streets away was the bus stop that would take him home. He got a call on the 

way. 

 Hello? Hey, I thought we weren’t doing drunk calls anymore.  

 He stood between two parked cars, looked both ways and crossed the road. 

 I don’t care. I don’t want this anymore. Why? Because it’s not healthy. 

 At a glance, the man was green at the traffic light. 

 You crushed me. I can’t let that happen again. Stop it, stop! Stop. 



 He blacked out immediately on impact. 

 

**** 

 

He woke up, feet cold and stiff. High-pitch beeps made his ears twitch. The covers 

constricted him until he wrestled free. His head cracked and rolled to the side so he 

faced a white bedside table. There was a wallet, a set of keys and a phone. His hand 

slithered over the sheets toward the table and quivered in the air before clutching to 

the first thing he grabbed: his phone. He pulled his arm in like a fishing line with his 

other hand and bought the phone close to his face. Time: 9:45am. Date: June 3rd. 

One memo: a number with the message text this girl tomorrow for a meet up. He 

was always writing notes like this to himself, just in case he forgot what happened 

the night before. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Olivia Widdop  

 

Nomadic Minds 

 

Separate  

 

between who I am, 

and what you want.  

You couldn't pick me 

out of a line-up. 

Here I am,  

usually suspect, 

staying  

nowhere else like home. 

This isn't though,  

that was made clear.  

Crystal, 

Vase- inhabiting flowers  

say your apology  

instead of your lips,  

just tricks that roll  

off your tongue  

and into me. 

Vicious Sex; 

thats how you lie 

standing up  

straight 

laced 

shoes 

careful not to trip. 

Over too many times 

I can't count. 

The exit door,  

willing for the emergency  



to push through 

with the pull to go. 

You're losing to the tide,  

swept under the waves  

with best laid plans,  

the mice are drowning  

deservedly so. 

Sent to their deaths 

with a smile  

and a small lie  

down. 

Nothing white about it. 

 

 

Life Begins at 19 

 

 

I had an abortion 

No fancy words or descriptions wrapped together in a poem 

can quash the blood and pain, 

they do not satisfy the need to feel whole; 

do not heal silent fears and a lack of salt water. 

Only the heavy thumps of my mind as it sleeps and wakes feeling numb 

grasps for the truth of it all. 

The simple truth. 

 

There was a 'sac' inside me- and of course it’s only spelt with a 'c'. 

 

“It's not even grown yet” 

“Not even Breathing” 

Voices of reassurance all echo and mirror one another. 

 

If it is how you all say, 

Then how can it cause such waves of crippling constriction 



that dance so artfully upon the body? 

And after all that? Gone. 

Or so they say. 

Yet with all this emptiness 

comes the true mourning sickness. 

Regret and guilt rises into bile 

leaving an acidic tongue that bites reaching hands. 

The static and white noise in my head do not allow for much clarity. 

Nothing but repeated cries that I killed- that I am a monster. 

 

Unable to mirror Mary Shelley's God. 

The life I created never reached more than 54 days. 

I saw to that. 

It was easy. I just hit abort. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ryan Hanley 

 

The Mole Quintet 

 

 

Five of them, like little classical musicians about to take a bow, hanging rotting by the 

wrists in identical cruciform along the barbed-wire fence. Their faces are twisted 

toward the sky, in ecstasies. Their eyes, if they ever had any, have long been eaten, 

or they’ve ruptured and drained in the heat of the sun. Nancy’s face is maybe six 

inches from the centre one – the leader. She is studying the fragility of the corpse, 

the way the shrunken, flocked skin sticks to the ribcage like wet toilet paper. The 

intensity of her gaze unnerves me. I clear my throat. 

 ‘The farmers catch a few of them in traps. Then they hang them out like this to 

attract birds of prey to the field – then the birds catch the rest.’ 

 Nancy doesn’t look away from the mole. She makes a half-interested ‘hm’ 

noise as though this explanation only partially satisfies her. I thought that it was a 

good bit of trivia, but she probably just thinks I’m showing off. Nancy has gotten into 

the habit of thinking the worst of me. Nancy has become an angry wife ever since 

what happened with Gabriella. 

 Finally, she just says ‘it’s creepy’, and turns away from me, back towards the 

path. We have been walking for four hours today already, following a long furrow 

razed into the Yorkshire countryside like a scar. My feet are fat and aching, even in 

the expensive hiking boots I bought especially for this trip, and the water ran out an 

hour ago. The sun has become our oppressor; the beauty of the scenery mocks us. 

 Nancy is right. It is creepy. All my reassuringly-logical explanations can’t 

account for the symmetry of the crucifixions, the element of ritual in the murder of 

animals. The moles are strung out in perfect order, an exact four-inch gap between 

each of them. The corpses arranged to look as though they’d suffered. I turn to look 

back at the farmhouse we passed a few minutes ago. It stands desolate in the cleft 

of the valley. We didn’t pass any farmers there on our way through. No apple-

cheeked, handkerchief-necked custodians of the countryside in sight. The Land 

Rover was standing empty, its driver’s-side door ajar, outside the house. 

 I spend too long staring at the house, and when I turn to look back up the 

path, Nancy is already far ahead of me, halfway up the next of an interminable 



sequence of hills. I am tired – she must be – but she has kept a relentless pace 

since we set off, and I find myself scurrying after her like some nervous aide. In this, 

I feel I’m letting her down in some way. I am the man, the husband. Surely it falls to 

me to scout ahead, to protect her from the dangers of this unfamiliar landscape. 

But… she wouldn’t have that. Not now. 

 That was what our walking weekend was for. To find each other again, as 

husband and wife. Nancy says she forgives me, but she still can’t bear even to hear 

me say Gabriella’s name. At first, back when we talked about it, we would dance 

around those four syllables, as though they might burn our lips if we said them aloud. 

We just said ‘her’. But we don’t talk about it anymore. Nancy is too angry with me. 

That is why I must always, just as I am now, follow along after her, chasing a 

reconciliation which, surely, cannot be waiting for me. 

 There can be no reconciliation because I loved Gabriella more than I have 

ever loved anyone. It would be too painful, so I don’t say it aloud, but I still love her 

more than I will ever love Nancy.  

 When I catch up, we walk side by side without talking, all pretentions of 

‘enjoying the scenery’ lost in the toil of our hike and her silence. The crest of this hill 

showcases the majesty of the dales we have already passed over. The path we have 

followed, flanked here and there by yellow grasses or ratty hedgerows, attests to the 

pitiful scale of our achievement, the smallness of our bodies against the apocalyptic 

power of the land. Ahead of us, the path swings down into the swag of two 

intersecting hills, crossing at the perpendicular a dirt road pummelled flat by Land 

Rovers and the horse-drawn carts that came before them. The road leads uphill, 

from the farmhouse near where the moles were crucified to a rusted barn up the rise. 

 The scurry up the side of the hill has taken it out of me, and I’m parched. 

There is a bench beside the path, nearly absorbed in bramble. I sit on it. Nancy 

doesn’t even slow down, and I have to shout to get her even to pause. 

 ‘I’m just going to take a minute here…’ I was going to say, ‘love’, but the word 

dies on my tongue. I flounder for a second in the heat of her gaze, then offer a smile 

which I know is contemptible. ‘There are blackberries here.’ 

 I know how I look in her eyes. I am pathetic, physically unable to keep up with 

her, and emotionally wretched. A snivelling wastrel. I am to blame for all this hurt, 

and now, when she has drawn from some secret fund of courage the strength to try, 



I cannot even finish the walk. I burn with shame when she walks away from me and 

down towards the road. 

 Nancy is sensitive to everything. Her skin burns easily in sun like this. I keep 

an eye on her as I rub my inner ankles, slipping the forefinger of my right hand down 

each damp sock in turn. If I lose sight of Nancy now I may never catch up. She 

crosses the dirt road and starts up the path on the other side, but then stops 

abruptly, turns back on herself and rejoins the road, never looking back at me. As 

she starts walking towards the barn, I become aware of the rumble of an engine. 

 There are no settlements out here, only farmhouses dotted around, connected 

by roads whose existences are earned rather than arbitrated by municipal 

authorities. The sound of an engine is like defilement as the Land Rover from the 

farmhouse rumbles slowly, surefooted as any one of the infinite number of sheep we 

have seen today, up the road towards Nancy. As she turns to look at its approach, I 

catch her eye. There is no joy in her, not for seeing me. She looks drawn, wounded, 

tired – just as I must. 

 It wouldn’t have happened if she weren’t pushing me away. The relationship 

counsellor practically said as much. I just wanted to see her a little bit more often, but 

she was determined that nothing would stand in the way of her career. I tried to help 

her along as well as I could – I wanted her to be happy, and if she had landed that 

bloody contract then God knows we could have used the money. I just wanted my 

wife to be my wife, not a mum, not a businesswoman, if only for a few hours each 

week. But there was never enough time for me, and it wore me out. I was tired.  

 I look back down the hill, back to where those five moles hung crucified on the 

fence. So creepy. The farmer could just as easily have hung them out by their lower 

legs – it would have made no difference to the birds. I think there must be some 

reason for hanging them out in such a ritualistic way. What purpose could such a 

small piece of theatricality play in a place of such grand isolation? I look back up the 

hill, to the rusted barn standing against the livid, aquamarine sky. What purpose 

could that barn serve, when it was so far from the crop field? 

 When I arrive at the answer it takes my breath away. The moles were a 

warning. Keep out. 

 The Land Rover has pulled up alongside Nancy on the road and the farmer, 

tall and murderous, is getting out. I shout out to her hoarsely and begin to sprint 

down the hill towards the road. It is steeper than I anticipated, and more overgrown. 



A hidden pothole gets the better of my right foot, and even in my expensive hiking 

boots, my ankle twists at an unnatural angle with a sharp cracking sound. I fall hard 

onto my chest. The wind is knocked out of me, and in my haste to get back up I put 

all my weight on the ankle I am now sure is broken. I fall down again. 

 When I get down to the road, I can see the Land Rover in the distance, 

heading towards the barn on the top of the hill. Nancy is nowhere to be seen. I limp 

as quickly as I can up the road, making agonised noises through gritted teeth each 

time I put any weight on my right ankle. It takes me fifteen minutes to arrive, grey 

with pain and soaked in sweat, at the industrial courtyard in front of the barn. No sign 

of Nancy, nor any of the Land Rover. I shout out for her, but she doesn’t answer me. 

 I find Nancy behind the barn. She is standing with her back to me, with one 

arm drawn across her chest. She is staring at a row of maybe two-dozen moles, all 

crucified with the same sinister precision as the five down the hill. I am so out of 

breath that I have to substitute a list of key words for a question. 

 ‘…lost you… I… couldn’t hear… where did you…?’ 

 Nancy still won’t turn around. When she speaks, her tiny voice is almost 

swallowed up by the roaring of blood in my ears. ‘The farmer gave me a lift up the 

hill. We were going the wrong way.’ 

 So that was it? She just wanted to get away from me? I limp towards her like 

a zombie, setting my teeth against the pain. She starts when I put my arm on her 

shoulder. 

 Nancy turns to look at me for a moment, and then back at the moles. I am 

confused at first to see that her eyes are filling up with tears, that her lower lip is 

trembling. And then, for the first time since the before business with Gabriella, all 

those months ago, Nancy turns and presses herself into my chest, wanting to be 

held. 

 I am bewildered, dizzy with gratitude. ‘It’s alright love,’ I say, stroking her hair, 

‘They just do it to attract the birds.’ 

 Her voice is muffled in my shirt, and the coldness of her tears as they soak 

through to dry on my chest startles me. ‘They’re so small.’ 

 I suddenly understand, and I wonder how I ever didn’t. The sight of the five 

moles down there had started it, and when Nancy had tried to run away, she’d only 

found more of the same. Those little lives, all snubbed out. All that light extinguished, 

all too soon. All too soon. Just like our little girl. Just like our Gabriella. 



 I hold Nancy as tightly as I can, and for a long time afterwards we stand 

together and look at the moles while the sun sets over the dales and cool night falls 

on us. 



Eden Seager 

The Other Side 

This is it, son, it's time to say goodbye. Behind those thick, metal doors your 

reassembly awaits. 

                You'll be broken up, analysed, probed, tested and sorted. You'll be 

manipulated, tweaked, reassessed and regrouped. You all enter as bright, full 

individuals and leave as cheap imitations of your former selves. Blissfully unaware of 

every ounce of your individuality being drained from your innocent, pure psyche, you 

may feel a transformation but will understand none of the processes. As you shall be 

told over and over and over, this is growth; the process is making you better in every 

sense - stronger, more prepared and more adjusted for the future that has already 

been set out for you. You may well resist change at first, but the web of strings sewn 

in to your skin one by one, day by day, is stronger than any fight you can give. Look, 

you're just a kid, nobody will blame you. Everyone is beaten down and bottled 

eventually and most of them won't even know. 

                And finally the transformation finds itself complete. The back doors open 

and out you step; cap on head, papers in hand. Rows of eyeless ghosts, chests 

puffed out, goad you on towards your predesigned path. They will fill you with the 

same sense of empty accomplishment that every one of your peers lucky enough to 

be a 'success' share. And you will feel happy and proud and you won't know why. All 

that you will ever feel. All that you will ever know moving down the slow escalator of 

life until finally, on that last step, you turn around and see the endless line of blank 

faces atop tailored suits and perfectly shined shoes - each one nothing more than a 

reflection of yourself. 

See you on the other side, kiddo. 

 

 



Ali Grinney  

 

All Hallow’s Eve at Père Lachaise 

 

Oscar insists upon oysters;  

the feel on the throat, the taste of the sea. 

Isadora tries a plie,  

but chokes for her children sucked into the Seine. 

Jim’s slim again, dusts his shoulders  

with a flick of the wrist.  Lights a spliff; 

zips up leather against the chill. 

Edith’s warming her voice;  

she chirrups a greeting to Bizet  

who’s choosing a piece. 

The table’s laid; Lalique sits back  

admiring his work. 

Gertie clears a space to write in longhand  

and Alice arranges her paper and fusses. 

As Sarah reads a passage from La Ville Morte, Oscar smiles. 

They’ll feast on pulsations  

and spaces and rhythms  

as sultry as summer,  

on music vital as grief. 

When sun nudges dark into half-light,  

dawn brings tepid stone  

and a trace of smouldering sage. 

 

 

La Môme Piaf 

 

Swaddled in lamplight 

she hauled in the first “O” 

filling her raucous lungs. 



She punched out songs 

to bruise the ears 

of Paris - chanteuse; 

misery her repertoire. 

Empathy scratched on 78s 

through shabby tenements 

like stale pain; 

the evasiveness of joy 

her muse. 

Cocteau died  

within five hours: 

his almost posthumous epitaph 

suddenly relevant to them both. 

 

 

Pueblo Jim 

 

An upturned truck had scattered 

its human cargo like detritus 

across your brain. 

A father’s ambivalence 

piqued an eggshell mind. 

That must’ve been the moment 

wanagi screwed through  

the quarter-light, 

to synthesise in you. 

The mirror revealed his face 

in the chisel of your cheekbones 

and you, fragile as a dream, 

mouthed vowels you’d never heard. 

 

 



Steve Nash  

 

No More Water to Walk On (for D) 

 

Having no more water to walk on, 

dropped by a pagan constellation, 

you straddle the cerulean pond, 

 divided. 

 

Between yellow and blue, eyes of jade 

and grass, each a room comprised of rain, 

seek sounds to feed to the wind, words 

 that shatter. 

 

Language follows landscapes, recedes 

in rearviews.  Away moves further away. 

Tongue of slips, crosses, pearls, stitching of selves 

 of voices. 

 

Shower of freckles shaken like stars 

to a thigh thrilled to fire by a fingernail, 

a hip teased to dance by teeth, beneath 

 a long-held breath. 

 

But a wing’s not always a hopeful thing. 

Stealing doubts of others for yourself, 

“This art’s all by accident!” you sing 

 in the gloaming. 

 

So is a cut, and your words are blood: 

anything but dull, anything but numb. 

  



Breathe Again 

(with thanks to my students  

and their savage editorial knives) 

 

Some days I pray you’ll forget my name. 

We both search for cracks, at night, in stones, 

but this pen sketches platitudes 

while you’re moon-fishing in Feng Du. 

 

Disaster along your edges: the storm- 

spirit in a stillness of poets 

all drinking at the wrong nine o’clock, 

our fingers tracing the borders of things. 

 

Your broken fingernails push inside 

leaking trails of blood, salt, brine and air. 

Seeing us you quick-pull your fingers into fists 

and mimic our hollow twists and turns. 

 

Remember the girl we gave a wide berth? 

When frogs filled the pond with what we daren’t touch, 

she pushed herself deep below the green 

and gathered up handfuls of slime for us. 

 

How she vanished, 

the bubbles stopped, 

before she emerged,  

to breathe again. 

 

 

 

 



Wellington Gardens (i) 

 

‘Funny how terror stokes the semantic fires’ 

 

How many mornings on that train, 

sketching the limits of the same towns 

and platforms, until we stalled in the abjects? 

The call was raised: “Trespassers on the line.” 

The window, tinselled by webs of frost, 

a rococo mirror revealed only the carriage, 

empty, a dilapidated, disfigured thing. 

The day shrank to something small and sinister, 

marooned in a beltway of fog. 

   And there – a platform, 

a weed sprung in the border of mist. 

The remnant kindling of a station sign 

snarled, in a blue scarred by lichen and leaves: 

‘Wellington Gardens.’  On the mouldering tarmac, 

called out into echo.  Then – footsteps, grunting. 

Through the swirling grey, a face impalpably false, 

as if ruined in an accident then reconstructed 

too well.  His words ragged as scalded skin: 

“That’s my voice, and you are using it wrong...” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Elliot Greiner 

Black Tar 

Harry died on the way home from his dealer’s house. While it could be said 

that the heroin killed him, the reality was that his heart went into cardiac arrest 

behind the wheel, ultimately landing him in a gnarled pile of blood, metal, and oak off 

of the feeder road. The pathology report stated that the trauma killed him before the 

drugs, and that’s what I told people; that Harry died in a car accident and not of an 

overdose.  

 A few days before his accident we had talked about dying. Harry told me that 

it didn’t matter when you died, everything would be okay just as long as you never 

realized you were dying. That way there was never panic or a sudden hopeless 

outburst. The last thing you would remember would be a moment of no importance, 

an anti-event, and then unconsciousness. I had hoped that his philosophy played out 

for him, but I knew all too well that life never proved to be that poetic.  

Harry’s mother came to my house a week after his funeral and slapped me 

because she had discovered my knowledge of his needle box and tar pouch. A “lazy, 

ruthless friend” I was. If I had intervened Harry wouldn’t have died and she wouldn’t 

have spent the past week in mourning. The poor woman didn’t know, however, that I 

had given him the idea to keep his drugs in pouches, and that he had molded his 

addiction after mine. I was the only one who did. 

 At Harry’s grave I injected my last reserve of heroin into the ground and cried. 

I cried because I had lost a friend, but mostly because I had lost my will. It now 

seeped beneath the green grass of summer, a brilliant emerald mass that grew also 

on my yard in uniform rows carved out by Sundays with the mower. My family 

nurtured me on that yard and, up until recently, spent the water-colored end of every 

Sunday on it. The grass endured as backdrop in the pictures of me that peppered 

the warm parts of our house; scenes that swam with childhood innocence and 

ignorance. 

 The pictures reflected the only way my mother knew me; as her honor roll 

eleventh grader, a boy with two eyes on a book and his body in bed by eight.  To her 

the juxtaposition of Harry and me was only further justification of the fact; and as 



time went on it seemed that my friend’s death had strayed from the taboo and grown 

into a popular caveat for mother to preach at the dinner table. When she spoke, all 

compassion was cut through by accusations; violent cries of “burn out” and “dead 

beat.” She summoned his memory only to bruise and bloody it in a way the car 

accident failed to. At the end of these outbursts she managed to breath deep and 

then, in all her rage, look at me and say “I know that isn’t you.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Becki Crossley  

 

 

CUSHION RE-FILLING SERVICE AVAILABLE  

 

yelled the sign on the faded yellow curled up  

piece of paper  

that sat  

on the faded blocks of foam that were to fill 

the cushions.  

 

It did not trigger joy within them, curled up 

in a new flat 

with every 

thing ahead, together growing as old as soft  

furnishings. 

 

They had hoped that their companionship would not fade, 

their cushions 

would have 

to wait for they had better things to do like 

‘make love’. 

 

The sign remained in the window until eventually 

the sun took 

away the ink.  

The two were still together and had twice refilled  

their cushions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Clint Wastling 

 

San Nicolo in Carcere 

  

It was a hot afternoon, the birds had gone 

And cats stretched out sharpening their claws for another kill. 

We waited for the bus, our necks and arms 

Unprotected from the red hot daggers of the sun. 

You recommended shade, I suggested the church, 

So we moved from light to dark like figures in a Caravaggio. 

Inside, the cool played over us  

And we forgot our cares behind the Della Porta façade. 

The guide, who had been reading poetry by Virgil, 

Put down the book and asked if we would like to step back in time. 

I joked that if only we could know the ending 

Before the beginning we might be better informed! 

So we descended, taking the chill with us, 

And stood on travertine blocks from which great columns rose. 

It seemed obvious now, those pillars we counted 

In the walls were older than  San Nicolo in Carcere. 

Two metres below the lectern were temples to Fortuna, Juno and Janus. 

Ionic pilasters rose to the left of us, Doric to the right, 

Between, niches filled with bones 

Told of the two faces of that ancient god: peace and war. 

I remembered why the bus was late: the demonstration. 

Flags unfurled for Pace and cries for the temple doors to be closed. 

  

In building San Nicolo truth was built on truth, 

Until one concealed the other. Where should I  find it now? 

It was a hot afternoon, the birds had gone 

And cats stretched out sharpening their claws for another kill. 

 

 



Priyesh Shah  

 

Beneath A Steel Sky  

 

A sea bird adjusts in the wind. It dips and glides and flutters on its whim. I trace 

behind at a constant, the flat-line to its heartbeats. The sky is grey and the water 

dirty reflection.  

* 

Shaping metal is draining. It has to be moulded with blows of violence – its mid-

stages ugly contortions.  

BANG. BANG. BANG. BANG. In his solace, he beats at his addiction, the hard work 

sheeting his brow with sweat.  

One beady upstart decides to showboat. It toddles and trickles and tickles its way 

toward his chin, where it hangs smugly, teasing the others.  

BANG. BANG. BANG. Hammer scrapes steel, the sound shatters teeth.  

The bead steels itself against the turbulence, suddenly aware of its folly and 

altogether a child again.  

BANG.  

Its levee broken, it tears apart, its bottom half flushing away. 

* 

I see my insignificance as I look up. Each star connects to another through that deep 

abyss. It happens over and over and over and it buries me. The sheer scale makes 

the numbers as close to infinity as imaginable and it awakes a frightening emotion: at 

once, an ungraspable yearning and a pathetic futility. I cannot understand it but how 

I wish I could. I have a sudden urgency – to be something, to do something 

worthwhile, before it is too late. From experience, this moment never lasts: forgotten 

as catalogued porn, torrented TV, YouTube, whatever – some other person’s 

creation – becomes my distraction, easy excuse. The quiet hits. Lights are off. I am 

surrounded by sleep and shadows and it makes this moment all my own. The 

thought of people tucked up in bed, unaware, warm, soft, comforts me. Looking up 

into such depths has lead me to the groggy recesses of thought: a dark place, full of 

paradox – trying to find meaning where there is none, where the question itself is 

redundant, void, impossible; a funny place, full of emotion – self-doubt, derision, ego 

and hope. You fear mocking, from yourself and others. You try and say something. 



Your voice catches in your throat as you fear unknown plagiarisms. You blurt it out 

and you feel like a fraud. Using a thesaurus feels an act of shame. Expressing 

feelings of love and loneliness and self-pity makes you cringe – makes you a 

teenager. And when you finally think you have something worthwhile you are too 

afraid to just say it; you sugarcoat it with irony and self-deprecation for fear of looking 

a fool. “It was all in jest!” I’ll say when they find me out. It was all in jest.  

* 

The stars pinch from above and the night’s insects tick in metronomes, jamming a 

gnatty overture. Cold night air hugs his face as he shuffles to his garden shed, body 

snug in woolly robe. A soft two-step of rustle ‘n’ crunch floats airily noseward with 

every pass of slipper and grass, the fresh smell of snapped blade making the sounds 

its own.  

The shed is old and rotting wood. Rough planks rise long and thin – grinning plaque 

teeth connected by dark through cracks – nails jutting like mangled braces. Only a 

milky, single-paned window lets it breathe brief sanity. But he likes this place: face a 

scarecrow, warm in mammoth belly. Sawdust coats, with a hard stone floor mitigated 

by rug overlays, short-haired and thick. Work benches line the walls, their tops soiled 

by beer and ash, their deliverers abandoned nearby. Jenga’d junk food, tools, metal, 

rubber, and all manner of scraps cohabit. A lounge chair sits in the right corner, by 

the door, big and soft and sinky. A small cabinet by its side holds a laptop and a 

selection of books. At the shed’s centre stands a thick, sturdy, wooden table, 

covered in papers and diagrams and drawings. The place is nicely radiated and the 

bulbs produce a soft, earthy tinge. A cold night is toasty through this prism. Inside his 

cove he is less alone.  

Inspecting the sides, tools standing at attention, his hands caress over their 

contours, fingers like lock tumblers oscillating to the cut of a key, as he searches for 

The Right Thing.  

The times have changed I feel like it’s hard to pin down I think something 

monotonous, easy, living on this kind of fault line I trip, over it sometimes We 

fissured somewhere. To speak, there’s this dread in me like I haven’t had enough 

time to prepare, always. saw, maybe Too much choice and it overwhelms sends me 

crazy. Just make a decision no start somewhere, anywhere; time is running out.  

He picks up a hammer.  

 



Sitting in front of my TV, I bathe in its mushy glow, comfy in fat sofa crease. 

Cleansed in its warm nothingness, gratification immediate reward requiring no effort.  

The noise filters, somewhere around, close, I think. It feels like it’s hitting me, like 

light, but I can’t seem to hear; everything and nothing. The image glares at me but it 

doesn’t matter, only that it is there. Photons showering retinas, pooling in the dark.  

Old friend, save me. I am tired, stress leave my bones, turn me into a child again. So 

easy and always there right there it feels like, taking me somewhere else about 

somebody else. Click. The people talk at me – smiling with crinkles round the eyes 

and sometimes they try and make my home better, other times people win prizes 

that could be me maybe if I tried. Maybe there’s something better on. Click. An 

advert. I feel better mocking the people in the advert, silly people. Trying to sell me 

things. I know. I think. I wish it was about more than that. I wish it was art sometimes. 

Obviously everyone needs money to eat and live in a house with central heating 

because no one wants to spend their whole day farming and picking berries and 

touching corrugated iron and wheel barrows and. I don’t know. Click. I end up 

believing it’s real, for a moment. I want it to be.  

Click.  

* 

Shavings of metal glitter the floor as his saw goes to and fro, every stroke an 

empowerment. He begs to lose himself in these moments, but thoughts – more like 

obsessions, ruminations – plague. Peace takes practice.  

I am crying. Close your eyes.  

I want to die sometimes. Get comfortable.  

I’m starting to panic. Take a few deep breaths.  

I can’t. Become aware of the sensations that float by: the pressure on sole from floor, 

the sound of your breath, the taste of your mouth, the vibration from the handle as 

the saw clears a path, the crick in your neck.  

I’m losing control. There is no need to make any heroic effort, just notice what you 

notice.  

I can’t. Allow yourself to begin again, as if for the first time.  

He hits the cutting of that final bridge. The metal sheet snaps in two: the pressure of 

body on saw loses all resistance, violently jagging down, forcing an awkward ease to 

the stress in his arm: a sudden release of tension. And finally, he breathes. 

 



The train soothingly rocks and tumbles, shushing me into a drowsy subterranean 

world, as we dully dhuh-dhunkh dhuh-dhunkh ad infinitum. I can’t give in completely 

though, for fear of missing my stop. But I’ll just indulge it to somewhere, close to my 

limit.  

A young voice cracks to the south-west, sharp. Jolted awake he cranes his neck 

towards. It is paid no heed. The Voice is somewhere between college and university 

age: peaches and cream. Gathered around, a herd, something is said, and they 

cackle. So exclusive in their laughs, they laud it over the bystanding. Whining over 

some minor embarrassment suffered – how it is literally the worst thing that could 

happen to anyone ever and oh my god –  

Hyperbole over the mundane. Irritating. She is pretty though. I want her despite 

myself. More importantly I want her to want me. I should be better. She seems 

boring, too fresh, naïve, young to relate to. Maybe these are just excuses, maybe 

not; what does it matter to sex? You try to be above it, you know?, but you never 

stood a chance. Shame. It seems all my judgements of people are based on sex. 

Whether comparing myself with a man if I am a better prospect and why girls might 

go for them and maybe maybe I should do something like that or for a women 

obviously sex before any idea of connection or warmth or trust but it’s only natural 

and that’s really the truth. How deliciously cruel. How fucking banal; all this 

existential struggle is in some part just the discontent of my whining libido. A lover. A 

muse.  

Out the window life rushes by. The Earth, the trees, the fences, the buildings, the 

street lights, the traffic, the buses, the people milling over all – the people most of all.  

Sometimes I see them going about their piddling shit with such seriousness and 

such vanity. These brainless idiots have such faith in their self-importance that they 

are blind to reflection: so pathetic, so naive, so righteous, so stupid. I hate them and I 

envy them. In those moments I am aware of it; in the few besides, caught up in it. 

And that is the real joy – being caught up in something. But I must do it with a 

conscious awareness of my fragility, my mortality – not in a siege to ignore it, push it 

aside, be happy in spite of it. No. I must embrace it, accept it, have it  

with me always. To be in the moment because of it, making each experience all the 

more vivid and vital and beautiful. It obliterates that thought inside whispering ‘I could 

be doing something better’. This is it. I truly believe this awareness elevates me 

above them, that I am somehow enlightened. And that makes me a monster. We are 



all monsters. I want them to call me a genius. And handsome. I want validation. But 

it’s irrelevant, it’s trite, it’s childish, it will mean nothing even if it is heralded, it means 

nothing now. It’s more ignorant, self-absorbed and judgemental than any of those 

people I see laughing freely in our time’s in-fashion way. But they are me really: not 

knowing them – I can have no idea – they are just projections of my psyche given 

convenient physicality, so I can appropriate a face to hate for the bitterness and 

frustration I have with myself; a subconscious method to elevate myself above my 

current depressing, mundane, boring reality.  

* 

I wonder if any other creature besides us can or does consider suicide. They 

struggle so hard just to live; they would have to go against four billion years of 

evolution to want to defy that. Yet that's exactly what we do. What are we?  

We are absurd, sitting in the middle of that timeless conflict between human 

romanticism and the universe’s total indifference. There is no question to answer, 

there’s just this feeling you have that is only just out of reach: the Jerry to your Tom. 

It has no clarity – it’s just an ache, a yearning, an anxiety.  

I stare at this world wanting to create something beautiful; an expression of idea, a 

form for frustration, emotion, conclusion; the unknown, the inexpressible – a piece of 

art, a grand gesture – all violins and strings and triumph!  

I will build a spaceship: use what’s left of my brief candlelight to explore that vast 

shadow. And when it flickers out, I will be cremated out there, my graveyard among 

long-dead stars shining back their epitaphs. I will face my only certainty – my 

inevitable death – with a big Fuck You: a beautiful suicide.  

* 

A man and a woman hold hands as they walk. The scene plays in my head, over and 

over. I trace from behind and all I can see are those hands. In sharp focus, they are 

locked in embrace, and I can make out only the hint of some idyllic setting flickering 

in the peripheries - a meadow perhaps. Their hand-holding has a vitality: I see the 

tiny adjustments they make to their grasp of one another to continually elevate and 

reshape the sensations they are feeling. It is sexual but calm and restrained, without 

a hint of uncertainty.  

The colours on their skins are hyper, brown and pink, as light bounces off them: the 

reflected grandchildren spawned by that deep, burning Sun and its emitted young: 

the vivid green by grass, the flare of vicious reds and purples of native flowers, the 



bees bright specking spots of black and yellow – all having copulated with that 

refracted baby-blue first born.  

* 

He is washing his hands in the sink. Their touch of one another familiar. He looks at 

himself in the mirror but his expression doesn’t change. It is a dull day.  

* 

Love. It’s a funny thing, it just kinda floats upon you without you even realising it. A 

wave without tide, and all of a sudden you’re drowned, and you lie there happy and 

quaint and peaceful. Only when you wake up burnt and shivering, having been taken 

to shore by the sea, do you realise what has happened.  

These heavy thoughts have become, frankly, a bore - their repetition incessant. 

During such moments I have no one to talk to, not really. They become tiresome or 

melodramatic to the disinterested, the un-invested – which is everyone but you, if 

you talk for long enough. The irony is that if I did find someone who I could share 

these thoughts with then it would negate them. The level of intimacy and confession 

required with that person to forget those thoughts, would necessarily mean they 

wouldn’t matter anymore. In that bubble, popping up as memories from time to time, 

they would merely be curiosity, droll, flotsam floating past in the current.  

Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream, merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, 

life is but a dream.  

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,  

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily. Merrily, merrily, 

merrily, merrily  

* 

He has moved his work outside under the Moon. Polishing with the vigour and 

immersion of a teenager nearing climax, the friction, between cloth and metal, gives 

squeaks of delight. The moonlight gleams off metal and sweat. He steps back to 

assess and shake, letting the acid recess from his forearm.  

It’s not clear in what order things should fit – something is missing. Something is 

always missing. I keep repeating myself over and over in fear I have. Except that I 

haven’t. To tell the truth, I’ve no idea either way. It’s just a worry that won’t go away.  

An impish rage builds and he leans in again to glisten a few smudges. He seesaws, 

repeating this action until it becomes dance, until an anxiety snakes in his chest, 



squeezing it shut, stomach acid hitting the back of his throat. And so he must stop, or 

panic.  

He walks away to roll his therapy. He rolls and rolls and rolls and licks it shut and 

puts it to his eager already-saliva-lathered lips. A click and rustle preambles the 

sweet, amber nectar burning his lungs. The first exhalation feels beautiful. With each 

drag he imagines himself the lead in a classic - blown up on that cinema screen. 

Mind blank, he stares into space trying to act cool, self-reflective and brooding, to an 

audience of no-one. He tries not to think about getting cancer, but fails.  

I am not afraid of death in and of itself. I don't think many people are, in fact. After all, 

all it is, is you just cease to be. Returning to that nothing you were before you were 

born. No, what terrifies me is the process by which I will die: whether there’ll be time 

again for pain, regret, terror, loneliness. I imagine sometimes, an end – one of 

jumping off a tall building, stomach forcing its way up my throat, lurching from the 

inertia, from the pressure of all that open space before me, my vision narrowing, 

converging into perspective drawing as it gets closer and closer, continually after 

each moment a realisation that it has gone, a panic, a realisation that the panic was 

a precious waste, and repeat. The dread of mortality condensed from a lifetime to a 

few seconds, it’s all so real now, everything is getting bigger.  

* 

I wonder whether I will feel the smashing of my skull and if it’s possible to swivel 

round so I end looking at the beautiful blue. I go back to the moment of leap – that 

loss of resistance underneath – vivid and acute, my feet in real life go weak, and 

terror strobes: I’ve given away all control, no chance for choice, nothing is up to me 

anymore, I am free. But the end is still a little way away. I didn’t want time to think. I 

don’t know. I’m scared. I didn’t want this, not really.  

When it does, I beg it be guillotine or better – unconscious.  

* 

Sitting on a park bench it is me, but papier-mâché. One leg crossed over the 

opposite thigh, I rest content. A typical British spring of green and yellow and cold is 

settling around me – it. My skin, my outer crust, is a rich contour of successive 

application. A closer look reveals a creviced, fissured, jutting landscape. A pressure 

of papers into horizontal stalactites, it sits stoic and crippled. 



*Something has changed. Working steadily, step-by-step, with a forceful patience, he 

rejects expectation. Breaking the task down into pieces he is focused on the small, 

the definitive: it’s real. He can touch it. It has a shape, a solidity, a sensation; he’s not 

dealing with the impossible anymore. Each step is its own moment, the thoughts that 

come to him during his work, he lets rest and float in consciousness, but gives them 

no weight, and, in time, they float away as freely as they came. Any thoughts of past 

or future – fractured memories and manufactured fantasies – are merely thoughts in 

his present. Their invented consequences a form of tragedy he will not entertain.  

He tightens a bolt with all his strength, with both hands, the pressure forcing the 

points of tension in his palms bloodless. It is a good ache. Taking a deep breath he 

smiles rue. He feels alive again preparing for his own death.  

Life is absurd and I am at siege with it - with every bang of my hammer. With every 

bolt tightened, with every smudge gleamed, I take back control over that incessant 

yearning, each a step towards conquering it; breaking down what once seemed 

paralysing by trying to rid myself of all hope and despair, any idea of past and future. 

* 

In front of his rocket he paces. At the point of nausea, the idea of spending another 

moment working on it unthinkable, obscene, maddening. And it dawns on him that it 

is finally complete.  

* 

I stand at a crossroads. A bus is coming but a little way off still, though close enough 

to consider waiting until it goes past. I step into the road anyway, on impulse. I turn 

to it and time slows down. I stop in its path, abruptly. I stare at it curious, sober, 

wistful – all over a deep melancholy – and maybe even a little funny (or at least, I 

think if someone looked at me looking at it, I’d like to think they would think I was 

looking at it funny). I realise I am at peace. The bus begins to perceptibly break, 

receding slightly, as my senses rush back, slapping me awake. I power to the other 

side. I walk away quickly, head down, in shock, but I keep looking back at the bus 

driver to see if he’s staring. He’s not, he doesn’t care - probably just glad I didn’t ruin 

his day: understandable.  

* 

On a bright, overcast morning the ship’s engines flare. Preparing to launch, they 

produce a display of grunts and hot air, like a weightlifter having pulled clean and 

preparing to jerk. Red and shaking and spitting, it rises, viewers thoughts wavering 



as to whether it will make it or not. Struggling free from the clutch of Earth’s gravity it 

brushes its finger tips, and passing that threshold it is released, rising freely into the 

sky.  

* 

Upon death, all your hopes, dreams, regrets, lies, all your unexpressed thoughts, 

ideas, secret crushes, will cease to exist along with you. I think about all those untold 

stories lost forever at someone’s end and its sadness but that is reality. That is 

practicality. Maybe in the age of digital we’ll be able to store every memory and 

secret thought forever. Maybe when we die we don’t want those thoughts to be 

secret anymore. Maybe they only matter when we are alive. In any case, now, your 

truths float away and all that remains is the shell you chose to show the world. Life is 

a performance. All I am is my actions. I cannot flinch.  

The papier-mâché head bursts to reveal a mind of maggots, worms, spiders, ants, 

butterflies, soil, flowers, roots, caterpillars, twigs, beetles. They spill out, an excess of 

thick over side, the soil gloops fat and wet, crackling like the slow breaking of a 

heavy shit – the butterflies twinkle away. Birds spot the harvest and scramble to be 

the first of their peers down to the feast. They flock and flock and flock: a mass of 

wings and feathers and claws and beaks, their beady little eyes delirious. The 

maggots and worms and spiders disappear into gullets, leaving the papier-mâché 

figure exposed and solitary in the aftermath of its revelation.  

In this new place there is total darkness. He hears the sound of air rushing past his 

ears as he falls. He swivels his hip, turning one-eighty to face upwards. A small circle 

of white light appears from the right-middle of his peripheral and travels to the centre 

of his vision. It diminishes slowly as he falls. It becomes silent – so silent it hurts. His 

vision shaky from turbulence, the circle of light wavers chaotically about its centre 

point. This continues until the hole is but a dot. And then nothing: black.  

* 

An open road at night, like those lost highways of American cinema: endless, straight 

and barren; he walks, his silhouette a rash outline coated white in the light of the 

Moon. Back and forth the road is empty. And quiet. His footsteps making a beat out-

of-time, with the wind occasionally plucking a timid string, and the hum and froth of 

insects playing the crowd: all working to envelop the silence, contain it, hide it from 

thought – it is the dark around your childhood bed that accommodates the heady 

voice for your monsters. And terror is letting that quiet breathe.  



His world is shaking, the roar of engine melds with the epileptic clattering of metal. 

His face melts as gravity clings on with desperate entitlement. Up and up and up he 

rises. A film of tears plays over his eyes and an unfettered smile transforms him, 

liberated in the culmination of his work.  

He starts to run, as fast as he can, soles smacking hard on tarmac, until he doubles 

over, stitched. Palms pressing on thighs he takes heavy, suffocating gulps. A circle 

of white light begins to grow on top his head as, at the same pace, the noise of an 

engine stealthily jags past audible. Looking up, he shields his squint eyes from its 

headlights. Pupils dilating, a wry smile plays across his lips. A few birds begin to 

chirp.  

The ship sails its course in the distance. Burning red, yellow and orange embers as it 

realises its purpose.  

In the ever increasing white light, he stops, and thinks. He lies down stiffly in the 

road, just now aware of his aching muscles, and closes his eyes. The usual black 

behind them now gathering an increasing redness. Tremors break. The ground 

quakes from the charge of the coming machine, each wave gaining richter. The back 

of his head pecks tarmac with each shudder; flashes of power, red; dim spots, black; 

it builds and builds and builds, until all he can see is that burning red. But he is calm, 

knowing it is only illusion, his eyelids a filter for the synthetic light beyond.  

* 

The ship explodes. For a moment it stands there in shock, adrift, before its debris is 

caught by gravity and gently ushered to fall. Food for the birds.  

Lying in bed, in the early morning, sunlight washes in through the window, breaking 

against his face. The room is scattered with booze, ash, butts, lines, pills, clothes, 

food: a mosaic of self-pity. He wakes up and slowly begins to take in his 

surroundings. The birds chirp.  

Those rare moments of lucidity from catching the overlooked. It's the little things that 

drag you back, not the grandiose – when it really comes down to it, when you get to 

that precipice, to that brink – that tips the balance to whether you take the plunge or 

not. So close to the edge, up high on that giddy vista with the wind urging your 

conclusion, it is ultimately what grabs you back and shakes you awake.  

* 

I adjust in the wind. I dip and glide and flutter at my whim. I am him and he is it. The 

sky is steel and the water sweat.  



Mark Connors  

 

Cocoon 

 

Forget the stuff you coughed up - 

those rich new colours you produced 

to add to charts in B & Q: 

Summer Coulee, Man U Red, Strawberry fool. 

  

 

Forget the queue you bypassed 

in a packed A & E 

when the nurses saw the contents 

of your Handy Andy. 

 

  

Forget the headline of the YEP: 

LEEDS FAMILY CANCER TIMEBOMB. 

 

  

Forget that strange cocoon 

on that long afternoon. 

Forget the whir of the machine 

as it read your destiny. 

  

All that drama means fuck all now. 

  

Here she is: your sexy 5 ft 10 nicotine patch; 

your lungs are in her hands. 

 

Look, she’s smiling. 

 

You’re a free man. 

 



Thomas Michael McDade 

Clive’s Little Sister 

 

It wasn’t all that bad. I was only out of high school a year and a half.  I knew 

her brother Clive would spread the word around the ship that I took his sister to a 

high school dance but there were worse fates I figured.  Let me tell you, Terri was 

mighty easy to look at:  long black hair, tied back over her ears and one of those 

delicate works of art would have fit snugly against my chest checking for backfires in 

my racing heart.   

We had Pepsis and chocolate chip cookies.  I bought chances on the quilt.  

Every other song was a Roy Orbison.  After “Crying,” a heavy girl sang “Crazy.”  

Terri wasn’t saying much so even though I knew I asked if it was a Patsy Cline tune.  

“Anybody knows that,” she said, eyeing me suspiciously.  “Clive’s girlfriend Jeanie 

does it a hundred times better.  You should hear her sing “Sweet Dreams,” she 

added.   

 “How are your dreams?” I asked. 

 “God,” she said, “you’d think a sailor who’s been all over the world could come 

up with a better line than that!”   

 “No line,” I lied, laughing, “I ask everyone about their dreams.” 

 “I dream about getting the hell out of Marshville, RI,” she said. 

 “Doesn’t seem too bad,” I said. 

 “It was okay until Evan got himself killed.  Now his friends have to take the 

payback from all the people he bullied and beat up— even though ninety-nine 

percent of them deserved it.” 

 “It’s probably none of my business, but why would anyone warm up to such a 

violent guy.  He beat up your father, didn’t he?” 

 “I knew you’d ask.  If you hadn’t, I would have thought you were a semi-

moron,” she said, touching my arm.  “I could say it was because he was kin, but 



that’s not enough, maybe something about him being an outlaw and more alive than 

anyone else around here.  Shoot, he was nicer to me than my father.  And he was 

handsome as hell.  Let’s leave it at that, he was handsome as hell.  And about the 

fight, Daddy was drunk and he started it.  Evan never raised a fist.  Evan’s fiancé 

Denise was at the Saddle Strap Tavern when it happened; he saw it all.  Evan kept 

pushing him away.  Daddy tripped over that goofy old dog Howitzer and hit his head 

on a table.”  

“Howitzer’s quite a dog name!” I said, wondering if it was Denise’s infamous 

table.  “What was your father’s beef, anyhow?” 

 “Did Clive tell you what happened on the corner table?” 

 “Yup,” I said, worried I’d redden remembering the sex a la table he’d 

described. 

 “That set him off.  Daddy said Evan was turning Marshville into Sodom.” 

 “Type of thing could upset folks,” I said. 

 “The ones most upset were the ones who sneak off to the “Gentlemen’s 

Clubs” to watch live sex, telling their wives they’re going to a Red Sox game.” 

 “Still,” I said, wondering if old man Stuart was made those trips to Boston.   

 “Oh, you men are all alike,” said Terri, exasperated.  “But Denise thinks you’re 

cute, so I’ll let you slide.” 

 “That’s very kind of you,“ I said, kissing her hand. 

 “Are you going to kiss my damned hand all night?” she, before kissing my lips 

quickly and softly.  I stared into her eyes.  “That’s twice I made you blush,” she said.  

“I like to see an old sea dog blush, har, har, har.” 

 “When did this young sea puppy blush first?” I asked. 

 “It was that magic word, ‘table.’  Anyway, Denise said lots of women in 

Marshville got a treat because of the table show.  “What do you think of that?”  

I winked.   



“Blush, you letch,” she ordered.   Her lips were two licks from being full.  I 

noticed two of her blue work shirt buttons happily open.  She laughed and her teeth 

sparkled like engagement rocks. 

We danced about every set.  Terri clung like willow bark.  When we took 

breaks, we isolated ourselves. Walking to our chairs to take a breather, my eyes 

dropped to her tight jeans that she filled somewhat more than nicely.  My hands 

twitched feeling themselves in her back pockets.  Terri said we were poetry. 

Everyone else in the auditorium just dull prose.  Denise and Evan were characters in 

all Terri stanzas.  We sat in a corner on folding chairs.  Everyone eyed us as if we 

were freaks.  Terri said they probably expected us to perform on the baked goods 

table.  She hadn’t been to a dance in a long time.  She’d tried one shortly after Evan 

died but it had been a disaster.  Guys and gals alike were brave without Evan 

around.  She kicked a guy that grabbed her breast in the shins and backhanded a 

girl who’d called her a slut.  Just as I told her I’d like to see someone try something, a 

big jerk walking by stepped on my shoe and stood glaring down at me.  I casually 

emptied Pepsi on his pants leg.  I set my feet to spring, calculating a way to 

overcome my sitting position, but the raffle man grabbed the jerk.   

 “If Webb hadn’t gotten him, I would have punched him in the peach pits,” said 

Terri, hitting a palm with her fist.  I took out my handkerchief and tried to repair my 

shoeshine.  One of the great satisfactions in my life was a spectacular shoeshine.  

Shining relaxed me and I was damned good at it.  Working spit and Kiwi into my 

shoes, I often thought of my mother sitting in the living room petting Valentino, the 

purringest cat in Ohio.  Clive was patent leather sailor.   

 The next time we danced, we were given wide clearance.  The jerk returned in 

dry pants and I shot him a couple of hard looks.  We drank more Pepsi and sampled 

every baked good on the table. Her eyes were a brown of autumn still clinging to 

summer light.   

 Once when we were sitting one out, holding hands and singing along with 

“Running Scared,” I noticed a padlock charm on Terri’s bracelet.  “Why is the piano 

in your living room padlocked?” I asked. 



 “Weird story,” she began, “like everything about the Stuarts these days.  

Denise gave me the piano for Christmas.  Evan was in on a hijacking that was 

supposed to be furs but turned out to be pianos.  Evan wasn’t one to leave empty 

handed.  Denise gave me lessons every Wednesday.  Her mom used to play for the 

Rochester Philharmonic and she started Denise playing at three.  I can punch out 

some Beethoven and Mozart.  I’ll play for you sometime.  Anyway, after the Sodom 

business, Daddy locked the piano.  My cousin Holden taught me how to pick it with a 

bobby pin and every Wednesday afternoon I sneak out of school for my lesson.  

Daddy probably knows but he’s a softy after all.” 

  I could only imagine old man Stuart soft as a Sherman tank.  “Holden picks 

locks, huh?” 

 “My brother Todd says Holden is good at three things, sweeping floors, 

drinking and tickling locks until they laugh open,” she said proudly, motioning me 

closer.  “You should see the gifts he gives us,” she whispered. 

 “Did Evan teach him to pick locks?” 

 “No, when Evan opened trailer trucks or boxcars, he wasn’t very subtle, used 

a hatchet.  Evan’s main interests were Denise, fighting and siding houses, in that 

order.  He just stole for excitement.  He liked to think of himself as a highwayman, 

dressed up like one too, big old black hat and cape, like Zorro. Damned state trooper 

could have just shot him in the leg!” 

 She looked like she was going to cry. I moved to another Evan inquiry. 

 “Siding,” I said, “Clive said something about a siding feud.”  

“Mama won the siding job at a home fair.  Daddy almost dropped when the 

company subbed the job to Evan.  He held back as long as he could, then he had 

the cops throw him off the property.” 

 “Oh, I thought your father paid him in advance and he just didn’t bother 

finishing.” 

 “He acts like it.  Don’t get my Daddy wrong, Tom.  It might look like he’s mean 

and treats Mama badly, but he loves her as much as Evan loved Denise.  And 



believe you me, when Denise’s baby is born, Daddy will be bouncing that kid on his 

knee like it was his own,” said Terri as I imagined Mr. Stuart at some Boson strip 

club with a whore in his lap. 

 At eleven o’clock, I noticed some of the dancers slipping out and returning 

looking tipsy.  They gathered in packs, watching us and laughing.  “Do these creeps 

give you trouble in school?” I asked. 

 “I ignore them,” she said.  “I beat them to death with my marks.  I’ve applied to 

the University of Alaska and the University of Hawaii, gonna get clear of Marshville, 

quite clear.” 

 We had a great time making lewd and rude remarks about the dancers.  I 

thought about Denise once of twice before I convinced myself she was only 

interested in me as a match for Terri.  The band’s getaway song was “In Dreams.”  

We were the only couple on the floor.  Our audience snickered and made farting 

noises.  I wondered how in hell we’d get out.  I imagined swinging like a windmill in a 

hurricane making a bloody aisle for Terri.  I envisioned her saying Evan would have 

done the same but I also worried because my fighting record was nothing to brag 

about.  Terri held me so tightly I thought of Groucho Marx telling a woman if he held 

her any tighter he’d be in back of her.  When the music stopped, we kissed like I was 

going away to war.  I clenched a fist as we walked hand in hand to the exit.  

Surprisingly, an easy path opened through our audience as if we were a departing 

bride and groom.  The honeymoon was over when we stepped into the ten o’clock 

starry night.  A red pickup blocked our way in the dirt parking lot.  Old man Stuart sat 

tall in the driver’s seat.   Rolling down the window he said, “I think you kids need a 

chaperone.”   

Terri argued five minutes for us to ride in the truck bed and won.  “He’ll make 

it a bumpy trip,” she said and was right.  Unbuttoning her blouse a couple more, she 

placed my hand in her bra.  I felt a key.   

“Take it out,” she said.  I happily hesitated but she assisted me. 

 “Is this the key to your heart?” 



 “How sappy, sailor boy: just starts this particular ve-hick-le, precisely at 

midnight.” 

 

 

  

 .   

 

  



David Murphy  

 

 

OPTICAL DELUSION 

  

From across the aisle 

on a twilight train 

watching the window 

your eyes meet mine 

in a prism of 

imprisoned light. 

 

Your image intensifies 

incarnate in glass 

I lean my head 

against the pane 

of a million reflections 

all of them 

cracked and fleeting. 

 

You step lightly 

along your platform 

sodium-glow 

of city lights 

embrace you. 

  

My train moves 

I watch yellow-white 

comet trails on glass 

Japanese lanterns 

on a moving screen. 

 

Flesh and blood 

of the night 



playing games on 

glistening floodlit roads 

each house a family 

every window a life. 

  

The train stops 

lights go out 

no face stares back 

from cold deep glass 

except my own 

scowling glare. 

 

 

FLUID LOVE 

 

We often sought the fruity wound 

and together opened wide 

side by side in quivering 

night or morning – sometimes 

on the robust couch of afternoon. 

 

 

The flow of our relationship no longer 

caresses or folds in on each other. 

We are compliant now, flux eternal, 

our love no longer measured in juices 

or white drops that bind adhesively. 

 

 

 

 



Virginia M Mohlere 

Estate of Crime 

 

“Guilty,” Lord Eiderlost said. 

He said the word and took me by the throat, lifted me in the air. As long as we 

were in the ring I fought him, spitting and rageful. His hand was too tight for me to 

curse, but I could scratch at his hands, kick at his chest. He bared his teeth at me. 

“You know the laws,” he said, and I heard the murmurs of the people 

speaking with him: 

Obey thy nature, 

Obey thy master. 

If thou are made, obey thy maker. 

Bring never danger to thy hill; 

Bend not thy hill-mates to thy will. 

Choose first thy hill-mates, then thy kind. 

Choose thou never humankind. 

I hissed and struggled until he stepped over the boundary, and I became as 

stone. My legs folded up, my arms in of their own accord, and he set me on a stump. 

Under cruel sun and pitiless moon, in skin-cracking dryness and too-

infrequent rain, through torturous heat and blessed cold, I stayed, unable even to 

blink my eyes. 

Twice my sister Hyssop came to weep at my feet, shuddering under a cloak in 

the hideous light of noon. Her suffering added to my own, but I could smell her, feel 

her hand clasping my ankle, hear the miserable love in her voice. 

“Say you’re sorry, beloved,” Hyssop would say. 



I was sorry. Sorry to suffer. Sorry to be locked to a stump. Sorry that I had not 

scratched out Lord Eiderlost’s eyes. 

“Why could you not follow the law?” Hyssop asked. 

Because it is a stupid law. 

The year turned, again, then once more, and one dawn my body rose; while 

my self gathered itself, my legs unlocked with no care for stiffness and set my feet on 

the rutted human road. The binding stank of Lord Eiderlost’s magic, and nothing in 

me could fight it. 

The binding pulled me and the road cut my feet to ribbons, but our blood 

recoils from this world, so I left no trail behind me. Through fields, over fences, twice 

up and over a thatched roof, skimming across rivers and ponds, with great fissures in 

my feet, until I stood just inside the door of a rattletrap cottage.  

A woman sat at a spinning wheel by a smoking fireplace. She looked over at 

me, and her thin lips pressed together until they practically disappeared. She 

exhaled sharply through her nose, then resumed spinning. 

She was not elderly, but her back bowed and face was lined. Her hair was the 

cruel gray of cold iron, piled into a greasy clump atop of her head. Her dress was 

coarse and ill-fitting. The knuckles of her hands were swollen even then, though it 

was years before her fingers knotted up like oak roots. 

My journey had been long, and even though my feet would not bleed onto the 

earth, they ached and burned. The heat of her fire hurt me. But the woman made me 

stand until no more light shone through the dusty window. The binding would not let 

me complain of my wounds. 

"Take the wooden bowl and milk the goat, fairy," she said. She spat the name 

of my race like a curse. "Bring the milk to me." 

I did as I was bade. I had no choice but to do as I was bade. I marched to the 

stall in her miserable lean-to, sat, then squeezed and pulled, pulled and squeezed. 

The goat kicked me in the shoulder twice, and my hands cramped into claws. Even 



then, they squeezed and pulled, and I could not make them stop. My own hands. By 

full dark, the bowl was full. I took it inside and set it on the oily table. 

"Light the candle," she said, and my body moved to obey, even though I 

feared the flame, dreaded the iron candlestick, hated the candle’s scent of rancid 

fact. I lit the candle. 

The woman dipped out one small cup of milk and set it aside. The rest she 

stirred with a bit of soured milk and set by the hearth with a cover over it. 

She stirred the fire down. 

"You sleep on the floor," she said, and climbed into a sagging bedstead to 

one side of the hearth. 

I lay down, but the woman’s direction could not make me sleep. My feet 

ached, my legs ached, my hands were frozen into claws. The cottage stank, and the 

bits of iron around me made my very blood hurt. 

I tried to rise from the floor. But even before I could tense my resisting 

muscles, the binding flared until all my nerves screamed with pain. Unfair, I thought, 

and was rewarded by a dagger through my head. I fought, locked to the floor by Lord 

Eiderlost’s magic, each rebellious thought countered by a new hurt, until I had 

nothing in me but defeat. 

After years, ages of misery, I slept. Before dawn I woke, and the woman stood 

next to me with the candle in her hand throwing shadows in the lines and pouches of 

her face, until she almost looked like one of my kind — one of the night creatures, or 

something from the depths of the sea. 

"The milk in the cup was for you," she said. She ground her teeth together. 

"You may have a cup of milk when you like," she said in a tone of such bitterness it 

was nearly a curse. "And you may bandage your feet." She turned to the fireplace 

and knelt to blow on the ashes. "Milk the goat." 

I drank the cool, sour milk, tied grubby cloths around my feet, milked the goat. 

When had I ever performed labor with my hands? Poor Loosestrife. Poor pretty me. 



She gave me a blanket and told me her name was Rachel. Every word from 

her was anger, and I struggled to answer her with defiance, longed to feel her face 

crumple under my hand. But the binding held me silent, still. 

Rachel's house was cramped and ugly, though I cleaned every surface until it 

gleamed. The table remained scarred and splintery. She allowed me outside only to 

work. The yard was a patch of bare dirt that blew dust into my eyes when it was 

windy and bogged to mud when it rained. The goat was prone to drool and had only 

one horn. The cat had fleas — we all had fleas — and was blind in one eye. Its claws 

would not retract in one paw, and it had a horror of affection. I learned the latter two 

facts at the same time, much to the detriment of my arms. 

The faces of my people are like candle flames: bright, beautiful, flickering with 

emotion. To look at a fairy is to see life. Once I sat across the table from the bard 

Adderkin as he composed a song for our autumn queen, and in less than a shadow’s 

creep I saw concentration, annoyance, anger, surprise, hope, and elation slide 

across his face, one after another, until I could but laugh with delight at him and he 

sent me away, just to have some quiet. 

Rachel's face was like a frozen river: cracked, hard, gray. Wartish lumps 

pushed out like boulders. Her mouth was a thin, hard line, her lips ringed by deep 

lines. Her eyes were flat and dark, and she usually scowled at me with them 

squeezed to slits. 

She hated me — that was obvious. But she never told me why. Every time 

she turned to me with her lip lifted in a sneer, called me "fairy" in a voice like a whip, 

it was like my sentencing all over again, like having all my family, all my companions 

stripped from me. 

Then, too, her house was filled with iron. Candleholders, twisted rusty pieces 

nailed hanging on the wall. She had to replace her iron door handle with a hole and 

string because I kept burning myself.  

Worst were the nails in the floor. After two turns of the moon, my feet finally 

healed, but just when I unwound the bandages, the nail heads in the floorboards 

stabbed me like hot little spears. The binding did not allow me to cry out, and my 



marshwater tears resisted this world as surely as my blood, rolling down my cheeks 

and then back up again to hide in my eyes. 

Iron is not a fleeting pain — it builds upon itself, so that each burn hurts worse 

than the last. My newly healed soles developed raw sores, but the binding kept my 

mouth closed. Lord Eiderlost’s magic would have me work until the skin burned away 

and I walked on my bones before it would allow me to make a sound by my own 

power. 

Poor little me. Every will I had ever bent had been only for pleasure. Now I 

could not even weep for my pain. I had made yeses, and now it was the only answer 

I was allowed to give. 

After half a turn of the moon, Rachel noticed my limping. 

"What is wrong with your feet?" She asked in her rough voice. The one 

question I was desperate to answer. 

"The iron nails in the floor burn my feet, mistress," I said. 

Whenever I called her by that title, she clenched her teeth until they creaked. 

"Put your bandages back on and make yourself some shoes," she said. 

The shoes I made held together and did not wear because of my magic, but 

they were not beautiful. I have no cobbler’s skill, and my materials were scraps of 

mismatched old skins. The best thing about them was their magic-smell. On 

desperate nights I would sleep with them held under my nose. Their sweet smell 

made me dream of honey or of home, of marzipan and spells. I would sleep with my 

chest cracking open for joy and wake to worse misery.  

And this is how it always was — when my punishment injured me, she would 

eventually notice and allow me to treat myself, so I was never maimed or scarred. 

But she never touched me if she could help it. I put bowls of milk on the table, arm 

loads of potatoes — anything that must be passed to her, I first set down.  

Much later, when the earth bucked (at home, we used to say it was the 

goddess rolling over in her long sleep) and the iron fire poker fell and burned my arm 

badly, Rachel had to tie the bandage for me. She leaned away from me grimacing 



while she did it, touching me only with her fingertips, and in the instant she was done 

she stumbled out the door and vomited. 

For years and years, my whole life, I had been loved. I was never one of the 

high ones, too terrible for true affection.At any moment there was skin to touch. 

Barely an hour went by when I could not find someone whom I could embrace, into 

whose neck I could bury my face, breathe in their scent, feel wanted and loved. 

Nearly everyone greeted me with a smile or a song. 

And when my lovers and I set out to bless the world, the candy scent of our 

magic would last in my skin and hair for days, so that more days than not I walked in 

a haze of magic-smell, delicious as honey from the silver bees of Hy-Brazil, who 

suck pink orchids inside the caldera of a live volcano. 

But to lay her fingers on my arm made Rachel vomit. 

The cat hated me; the succession of pigs was indifferent. Only the goat ever 

seemed glad to see me, and that was less for my sake than that of her full udder. 

Many were the dark mornings that the sleepy rhythm of pulling her teats sent me into 

a fog in which it was less painful to think of home: the softness of velvet and pelt, the 

sound of music and flowing water, the color of morning sun through jewels, the scent 

of mulled mead steaming over a birch fire, the flavor of hazelnut-fed salmon. I could 

fix it all in my mind and pretend that it was not all lost to me. 

Under hill there is music everywhere, whether the fairy-made music of my 

people or the natural music of the hill itself, born of the eons of magic spiraling 

through the hallways, the sigh of wind through ferns. Cold water dancing down rocks 

in a song that sounds like a chuckle. 

Rachel's house creaked and pinged. When it rained, drips plinked in the 

enamel basins she placed around. They fell randomly, disturbing sleep, interrupting 

thought. My feet squelched in the mud. In the lean-to, the baby cheeses burped and 

farted to themselves. There was nothing like music anywhere. I could have sung if 

Rachel would allow it, but she never would. I could not ask, which I suppose was a 

blessing, because in my silence I could cling to the tiniest grain of hope that 

someday she might relent, might ask for a song. 



All my senses were bombarded by ugliness, and I had no escape from it. My 

binding forbade complaint. I could ask for nothing and could only volunteer 

information if directly asked. She never let me perform the tasks least awful to me — 

tending the herb patch or picking apples and pears in the tiny orchard at the back of 

her plot. I was never allowed near the trees. 

My voice, once praised for its sweetness, often admired for its low, wicked 

tone, grew creaky with disuse over the years. My hair lost its sheen, so far from my 

marshy rooms. I never scarred or grew calluses, but I was hard and thin from work 

and my endless diet of milk. I used to stare with longing at the ugly little frogs that 

splashed in the puddles in her yard, but Rachel never let me catch one. Their cool, 

mild meat remained desire in my mouth. 

I would have liked to properly cry, to curl up in my sour blanket and howl for 

myself, for the misery of a wild being enslaved, for my shuttered voice, for the 

ignominy of being a creature of beauty reduced to this place, to this bitter woman 

who thought me contemptible, who was cold and hard and unloving to me. 

I was so sorry to be in that place, and I thought surely my people would know 

it. Surely they would scry for me, see the desolation in which I toiled, and forgive. 

Surely those years were enough, and it would soon be over. 

How many years, was it? Rachel grew skinnier and more gray, her mouth 

more and more pinched. Her glares never softened. Her voice never lost its 

contempt. Weeks and months and years.  

I lost track of time. The goat died; Rachel bought a new one, and eventually 

another, another. The pigs grew fat and were slaughtered, only to arrive again as 

shoats in the spring. I discovered a leather bag, heavy with coins, behind a brick in 

the hearth, but my binding would not let me ask about it. I could only wonder why we 

lived so wretchedly, why she spent only the most twisted, blackened copper bits. 

I would have brought luck to the farm, except that Rachel seemed to have a 

kind of anti-luck, something that took useful things and made them creaky and 

unreliable, took beautiful things and made them shabby and dirty, took joy and made 

it tired and irritable. Including me. 



Then there was a spring when the air refused to take on its muddy stink, when 

the apple blossoms burst out all at once and blew in the moonlight. As the moon 

waxed I could feel change growing. My heart was easier. I woke in the morning and 

stretched long and wide, feeling solid and comfortable in my skin. 

Rachel took to standing in the doorway, staring out with her eyes narrowed, a 

rag or a spoon or the fire poker dangling forgotten in her hand. Both of us, waiting. 

At midnight on the full moon, I found myself awake and eager. Rachel was 

curled in her narrow bed, moaning faintly. My binding willed me to protect her; the 

rest of me surged with a vast hope, desperate and almost joyous. 

The wind changed. I went to the doorway, looking east toward Judgment Hill, 

silently chanting a spell to myself to grant wishes, grasping the tiny corner of 

freedom and pulling hard. 

I heard Rachel climb out of bed and come to stand behind me. I was still 

staring east, so she saw them first. I heard her hiss, felt her stiffen. My people were 

coming. 

She stared out at them, and her face was changed — the deep lines in her 

forehead had smoothed out, her mouth hung open and soft, and the tears in her 

eyes made them seem bright. 

There was a glimmer of a once-beautiful girl, and I understood my punishment 

a little better. I wondered what her crime had been.  

They rode toward us, stately, the small ones like fireflies all around and the 

sugar scent of magic making me wish to double over and hold myself together. Lord 

Eiderlost led them, my uncle, my judge. Who else rode with him? I could only look at 

his proud and beautiful face, his pale gray eyes and waves of greenish-white hair. 

At last my kin had come for me. My long years of punishment had ended, and 

I trembled against the binding, waiting to burst back into myself. To fly into their 

arms. 



They rode to where we stood and stopped. I breathed lungs-full of their scent  

and felt light-headed from it, from the magic in the air, from their beauty, from 

longing. 

Lord Eiderlost looked down at Rachel, and his smile was sad. 

"Is it so many years for you, lovely one?" He said, and my body jerked at the 

music and magic that curled out from his throat and over my skin like a cold caress. 

He reached down to place his hand on top of her head, and I watched through 

static tears as his magic worked on Rachel. She stood straight, and the years blew 

off of her as if by a great wind. Her hair darkened and her body bloomed, until she 

looked like a young woman again, beautiful and strong. She reached for Lord 

Eiderlost’s hand and kissed it. 

"You accept our offer now?" He asked her, and again I had to close my eyes 

as his voice made me shudder. 

"Yes." Her voice rang like a bell, already carrying in it a touch of sweetness. 

Lady Catkin rode up — oh, a vision of brown and white, her eyes like a tannin-

rich pool. Lady Catkin my cousin. We used to play chess together, on a board made 

of unicorn ivory, with acorns and precious stones for pieces. When winter's chill left 

her brittle and weak, I would cover her with a spider-silk blanket and brew a tisane of 

red ivy and dragons’ tears for her. We would put stories into one another's ears and 

take them back out of one another's mouths. 

Lady Catkin did not look at me. She reached down; Rachel grasped her slim 

dark hand, was lifted up so they sat together on the blue mare. Rachel put her arms 

around Lady Catkin’s waist. I could nearly feel that slim waist between my own arms, 

could almost smell Lady Catkin’s scent of water and earth. But she did not look at 

me. She did not look at me. My chest tightened as she squeezed Rachel's hands 

and drew back into the line. 

Lord Eiderlost turned his gaze to me — not a kind gaze, for none of us could 

ever be called "kind," but there was love in it, and an ancient echo of desire, so that 

hope unfolded in me like a blossom tipped in razors. 



He bent to cup my cheek, and I could only shiver, tilt my head to nuzzle his 

palm, wish that I were still able to make myself small so that I could climb into his 

hand. His chill touch was comfort and home, ease and joy, not like the stinging heat 

of humans. Oh, I did hope. Surely this touch was parole. 

"I will not speak your name," he said, and though my ears heard love, my skin 

felt the closed door of his spell. 

"Your name among us is Lost. Your title is Forsaken. Your estate is Crime." 

And when he drew his hand away from my cheek, he called with it even more 

of my strength, even more of my self-ness, leaving me flushed and staggering, filled 

with a burning bile that rose up out of my guts and took the form of a basilisk in my 

mouth. 

The small, vivid thing flew free of me. Lord Eiderlost caught it in his fist; ate it. 

He smiled down at me again, and this smile was full of teeth, lacked all love. 

The rade turned and left me behind. My body stiffened as before, locked to 

the mud of the goat yard. They took my jailer— not me — back home with them. 

Leaving me again to gnaw my own heart. To long and long years. 



David Clegg 

 

The Broken Man 

 

Geoff: I don’t know what it is doctor- it’s just the most horrific thing that’s ever 

happened to me. 

Doctor : Given your background that’s hard to believe.  Did you spend five or six 

years in the S.A.S.? 

Geoff;  Six years with the SAS in Afghanistan. Two years in bomb disposal  then I 

joined the Mountain rescue team as soon as I entered civvy street.  Then I spent 5 

years in the Metropolitan Police drugs squad . I’ve seen a lot of terrible things and 

met a lot of bad, bad people. 

Doctors : You are indeed a very resilient and brave man. 

Geoff: Ever since it happened   I’ve been a broken man.  Night terrors, shaking, 

terrible,  terrible nightmares.  I just keep re-living it over and over again. 

Doctor: I want to continue with the repetition therapy, in an attempt to nullify and 

eliminate the horror of your story. Tell me again what happened. 

Geoff : It was a morning like any other- or so I thought.  I did the usual stuff.  Filled 

the kettle, put two slices of toast in the toaster.  Usual  stuff.   I normally put a spoon-

full  of coffee into the cup first. I’m not really sure why I didn’t   on that day.  Just 

forgetful I guess.   I poured the boiled water into the cup. I noticed something in the 

water.  At first I thought it was a little tiny stick. When I looked more closely it was 

furry, more like a , a….. 

Doctor; Go on, say it Geoff, say it 

Geoff : A leg, a little hairy leg.  I lifted the lid off the kettle and peered inside.  There 

were bits inside. Bits of spider.  A head with little black button eyes,  broken 

mandibles, a furry abdomen the size of a pea and several little hairy legs, all broken 



up in the churning boiling water. Goodness knows  how long it had been there.  I 

never emptied the kettle you see. I just filled it up from the tap. 

Doctor: But it’s so small, it can’t possibly hurt you. 

Geoff:  I can’t help thinking about the spider blood leaking out when it broke up.  I’ve  

drunk that. It’s inside me now. Spider blood. I’ve had a tough life. People said I was 

tough and brave even though I never thought I was. I’ve faced it all, terrorists, 

gunmen, hardened criminals, torture gangs. I’ve face them all and defeated them all.  

There is only one thing I have  ever been truly afraid of and that’s spiders. Now it’s 

inside me. Spider blood. Spider eyes. Spider hair.  

Doctors:  You can still lead a productive life and be happy. 

Goeff: Bu I can never drink coffee again or go on the World Wide Web. 

 

The Glass-a-holic 

 

Susan: It’s all got too much now. 

David: It’s just a hobby.  A man’s  got to have a hobby. 

Susan: This has gone WAY beyond a hobby.  I’m thinking of calling in the “The 

hoarder next door team”. Maybe health and safety as well.  

David: It all started with a Codd bottle and that Italian Fiasco bottle we got from the 

Car boot sale at Knottingley.  I just loved the shapes.  It just moved on to collecting a 

few nice drinking glasses.  It’s harmless. We’ve all got to drink. 

Susan :But you don’t even let me use them, the’yre just like precious antiques to 

you.  None of them cost more than 50 pence.  It’s taken over, shelves and 

cupboards in every room full of bloody novelty drinking glasses.  I think I’m cracking 

up, which is what I’d like to see happen to your glasses collection. 

David:  Winston Churchill said that you should always drink brandy from a brandy 

balloon- it tastes better; lets the Brandy breathe. 



Susan: Bugger Churchill- my balloon’s about to go pop.!  I feel stifled.  I can’t 

breathe in the house because I’m surrounded by glasses.  It’s like living in a glass 

recycling plant. 

David: I just have the basics; a growler for Guiness ,  half pint Humpen from 

Heidelberg, a Yard of Ale glass, a Stein, A Chalice,….. 

Susan: ……From the Palace. 

David: A schooner and a snifter, dimpled and straight side beer glasses  from the 

Landlord for some Landlord, A sherry glass for my Q.C. my Victorian collection of 

Absinthiana, a Scottish Quaich,  a Babycham cocktail glass… 

Susan: Classy- Let me just interrupt you there…. What about the totally naff 

collection in the back bedroom? Why I’ve let you convert a Wardrobe into a glasses 

cupboard is beyond me  I’ve seen them all, botty bottles shaped like, well….a 

bottom, the glasses shaped like a pair of boots, the half pint glass shaped like a 

naked woman- Oh my God , who wants to drink from a titty tumbler? 

David : it’s what they use in Hawaii. 

Susan :………. and your Pilsner Penis glass with a transfer of a cockatoo on is …… 

David: They’re antiques of the future those transfer  glasses… pictures of pheasants 

and hunting scenes will always be popular, 

Susan: But David, there’s THOUSANDS and THOUSANDS of them. 

David: But what about you – you’re just as bad, loads of cupboards full of tins 

Susan : But Love –that’s not a collection – it’s the weekly food shop. Oh I give up… I 

think I need a drink. 

David: Now let’s see- what’s the best sort of glass for Lemon squash. 

 

 

 



PROBABLY 

 

PETER: You’ve been through a lot this last year. 

JOHN : Pain like you wouldn’t believe. I’m just glad it’s all over. I’m in remission now.  

PETER: You’ve been a hero mate. Facing death has been your finest hour. 

JOHN : “Fine and Heroic” the nurses said.  Jenny said that’s why she fell in love with 

me. 

PETER : The Bitch! 

JOHN : No, she just wanted a dream that I couldn’t give her. 

PETER : ……………and her a nurse. 

JOHN : When she thought I was dying she stuck by me, revelled in her martyrdom 

almost. Sitting with me for hours, holding my hand, whispering sweet words about 

our future together. 

PETER : Why has she finished with you then? 

JOHN : Because I’m going to live. Oh, she was very honest. She said that she 

couldn’t live with a man who wasn’t “whole”,  I didn’t choose to get testicular cancer. 

She said she wanted children. Well so did I!!..... I thought she was my future. 

PAUSE 

In years to come I will look back and laugh at all of this. 

PETER : Probably. 

JOHN : Oh yes, probably. 

 

 

 



Valery Petrovskiy 

POT, JUG and YOKE 

 

The set in a studio was scanty: just a desk with the keyboard in front of me instead of 

an expected sheet of paper. Half an hour for consideration and then I had to put 

down a text promptly.  A dozen of authors were sitting silent, and almost the same 

number of TV-camera buzzed around. Because of the lighting appliances it was 

growing hot fast, they had live broadcast of a writers’ competition. 

 

The terms were plain:  a subject was given and some words were chosen at random 

by the computer as a prompt to the text. This time we had some strange words to 

insert: a pot, a jug and a yoke, to put down a page long story. When I started writing, 

my text was presented on every spectator’s monitor for an audience to follow. But 

they couldn’t watch an author’s look; all of us had silvery smocks slipped on. It made 

viewers watch the writing, not one’s appearance. So, we started printing stories for 

the readers to judge. They were to vote by Internet: what would surprise or affect 

them most - such were the instructions.  

 

A pot, a jug and a yoke. The words were from the past century, the computer took 

them from the old times. Surely, PC couldn’t envisage the objects, and half of the 

partakers had never seen them. Smart alecks, Harry Potter’s friends, gifted 

lazybones, they were eager to break the bank, $1000, although it was my V-Day. It 

was my chance to snatch a large sum in half an hour.  

 

Time pressed. The theme was deplorable and nostalgic, of a hard time. Dad had 

recounted: frozen potatoes right from the wintry fields in a cold iron pot, while no salt 

in the room. In a cold log hut it was a bit warmer on a Russian oven. But one had to 

get down on the cold floor and walk there barefooted because there was the only 

pair of felt boot for all. The WWWII had broken out: men went to the front; my dad, 



then a teenager, stayed at home. Every day he had to bring water from a faraway 

well, and a yoke with the filled buckets made his neck ache.  

 

I felt my neck swell though I didn’t type a word yet. Still, I had to win the prize in the 

name of my dad, who had read all the books at a community library in the war time. 

For his sake I joined the contest and was playing for high stakes: was there anybody 

to write a better text? They were not aware how one’s head had ached in the 

morning in a log hut being poisoned by charcoal fumes at night. One had never put 

his arms around a calf when Granny delivered the cow of it and brought it to the back 

room. They hadn’t seen a calf to be fattened by milk from a jug.  

 

Nowadays there are no fire-clay jugs around anymore, and my Granny is gone. Her 

old log hut was demolished.  

 

A jug, a pot and a yoke, they were living outfit in my dad’s time. The words made me 

feel creepy, and then my verse emerged, a free verse. I was tracing out each word 

painstakingly.  

 

A yoke, a jug and a pot.  I weren’t lonely any more, I felt as if someone kin was 

hugging me right there, “How are you getting on…” 

 

I was listening for the buzz of those who had passed away long time ago. Nobody 

remained at the Old House anymore; it was pulled down some time ago. And then 

these small things were dug up: a pot, a jug and a yoke, for us to memorize.  

 

How time flies, I have to submit the text. 

 



A jug, a  yoke, and a pot… 

How are you getting on… 

 

Time is running out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



James Giddings 

 

Only ones left 

In this dark-lit room we could be the only ones left; the orange lamplight streaming 

through the venetian blinds is the one sure sign that we’re not alone as it flickers with 

the passing cars near by, the soft humming of their engines rising and falling like our 

rib cages, and as our eyes meet, light playing with the flecks of gold in your hair, the 

glint of summer-green in your iris, you tell me you forgot there was a world outside 

our walls. With a kiss the world stops, us stuck between bed sheets, sticky like candy 

hands, the cars passing by somewhere on a nearby road, our bodies lost in the 

orange glow. Tomorrow we will be woken by the sound of kids kicking cans at the 

kerbs, their shouts jolting the earths rotation back into swing, and I’ll look into your 

eyes, seeing my own smile in the shine, that summer-green sunken in blue, little 

worlds of our own; a place to call home. 

 

All the  in the world 

 

There is always          . I thought of this when we were brought up in passing 

conversation, how I was Africa and you were the leg of South America, how you 

slipped into my socket, how we were joined at the hip, and how ‘you know how 

people move on’, and how continents grow more distant every day, how they’re 

solitary things, when really, they just want to be land-locked; they’re scared of open 

water. There will always be          , like when we were buried in conversation, our 

backs flat on the grass staring at the sky and you told me that there used to be 

clouds up there once, that there used to be a sun, somewhere, that you were sure 

there was more than just us two and this deep drowning blue, and that you couldn’t 

look me in the eye anymore. For a while there was              in the long crushed walks 

through corridors, in the cage of the elevator, in the wait between 7 and 0, in the 

repeating sound of the beeps, in the empty spaces of the underground car park, in 

the slit neck of the double doors, and in September. Then the colours blossomed, 



and it was nowornever onceandforall, and there was          but there were clouds, 

and the sun was a lemon dripping yellow-orange, and all the               was shepherd-

red. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nathan Stone 

 

Bomb Disposal 

Hello. 

I don’t know you, and you don’t know me, but trust me when I say this. I am the most 

important person in your life right now. 

Why? I hear you ask.  

Because in front of me is a very powerful, very secret, and very experimental 

explosive device. It malfunctioned during a routine test and is now counting down to 

detonation. Nobody knows how bad that detonation will be. It might atomise you and 

everyone you love, it might fracture the planet’s mantle and destroy the world. 

Nobody knows exactly what will happen, and that’s why I’m here. 

I’m the best explosives expert in the world. No hyperbole. To quote Carly Simon, 

nobody does it better. I work freelance, solving problems for governments all over 

the world. My work is all very hush-hush and all great fodder for conspiracy theorists.  

But you see, I have a problem now. And while the bomb should worry you, that last 

sentence should terrify you. What happens when the best doesn’t know what to do? 

I have three wires in front of me. A red one, a blue one and a green one. I have 

disassembled the casing, bypassed anti tamper measures, electronic security 

systems and burrowed my way to the heart of the device. I have got myself to the 

end game. Cutting one wire, the right wire, will deactivate everything and life can 

continue. Cutting the wrong wire will wipe out your universe. Not THE universe mind, 

that’ll keep on going, but you and me, everyone sweating in the room with me and 

countless others will all cease to exist in a flash of light and a big bang. Ironic when 

you think of it like that. 

Only a couple of minutes left on the time display in front of me. And if you’re having 

the perfectly rational thought of why I’m pleasantly chatting instead of working, this is 

how I problem solve. I detach myself from the situation and focus on it 



subconsciously. It works, I’ve gotten this far on it. If it doesn’t this time then it’s 

probably your fault. Have fun with that thought. 

Anyway, the wires. 

The problem of the wires comes in two parts. Firstly, nobody knows which wire 

should be cut because the bomb was never supposed to be disarmed this way. 

Everything should have been done electronically until a malfunction nobody could fix 

froze all the command systems and locked everything out. This was supposed to be 

a wholly tamper proof device, and it is, quite frankly, a miracle I got this far. 

The second problem is far more personal. 

Since I was a child I’ve carried a huge aversion to the colours red and blue. It’s one 

reason I became who I am today, explosives usually turn up in greys and browns 

and that’s fine, for everything else, there’s an extra thick bomb disposal suit visor. I 

haven’t cut that many wires either as it’s mostly all computerised these days. But 

staring at those two wires, in this fairly stressful situation is giving me panicky 

flashbacks. And it would be bad if the supposedly super calm expert suddenly ran 

screaming from the room. That just wouldn’t do. 

When I was a kid, my parents took me sailing out on a lake. Everything was perfect. 

The weather was gorgeous, the excitement strong enough to get a young boy out of 

his seat. Then the wind changed and sent the sail boom swishing across the boat. It 

cracked me in the forehead and sent me flying. My vision was a whirling mass of red 

as the blood ran into my eyes until I hit the water, then it was a whirling mass of blue 

until I blacked out. My father fished my unconscious form out and I survived with no 

physical effects, only a lasting memory that connected blind panic and a child’s fear 

of pain with two colours. 

This brings me to where we are now. I have to make a judgement based on 

experience and instinct. My instinct however, looks at two out of the three options 

with nothing but fear and revulsion. 

So what’s it to be?  

Green? 



Red? 

Blue? 

My choice is governed by fear, even choosing green could mean I pick it because it 

doesn’t provoke a negative response. 

Time’s ticking now, so I have to make a choice. You’ll know soon enough if it’s the 

wrong one. 

The wire is in my hand, and the cutters are ready. 

<SNIP> 

 

Make Them Laugh 

"And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why monkeys make good drug smugglers.” 

 

He finished the gag with a flourish and a cheesy smile, staring out at the crowd, 

waiting for the laughter and applause. 

 

Silence. 

 

The lighting was hot and harsh, he’d been sweating anyway but now it was pouring 

down his face and he had been uncomfortably aware of the growing damp patches 

under his arms for the past half hour. He’d been working up to his grand finale joke 

and now it had fallen flat in front of all these people. It was a big crowd for him too, 

this time his audience numbers were double figures. It didn’t change the fact that 

there were far more empty seats than people. 

 

“BOOOOO!” 

 

The voice came from the back of the room, cutting through the hot, hazy air like a 

foghorn. He squinted, trying to make out who’d heckled him, but it was no use, 

everyone was just murky, half silhouettes under those damned lights. Even worse 

the jeer, a single stretched syllable timed to perfection in the graveyard silence, had 



started a ripple of laughter in the group of people only his most sympathetic friends 

or most sardonic critics could call an ‘crowd’. 

 

He turned away, head bowed and shoulders slumped, and trudged off stage, barely 

making the curtain ripple as he slinked out of the heat and into the blessedly cool, 

dark backstage area. The beginnings of an argument between the venue manager 

and the customers asking for a refund were audible through the curtain and wisely, 

he decided that he should leave before any of them started looking for him too. 

 

Outside the rain slashed down, flattening his thinning hair onto his scalp and running 

cold down his face. The drumming on his head was matched by the drumming inside 

it. Since leaving his head had been pounding, and his vision had swum more than 

once. It had gotten steadily worse over the last few weeks. The doctors had been 

consoling and gentle. No cause for optimism when words like ‘terminal’ and 

‘inoperable’ were mentioned. He’d outlived the initial predictions of three months and 

felt like he was on borrowed time. The headaches were the countdown. 

 

As he turned the corner onto the main street, he saw his poster on the side of the 

hall.  He stopped and stared, his image staring back at him, captured from a better 

time. In the picture he was bright, alive, and healthy. The colourful background and 

gig details leapt from the red brick, radiant under the street lights. He could see the 

problem straight away. It screamed at him. There were no praising quotes, plucked 

from reviews singing his praise. No triumphant performance notes from respected 

media, no promise of laughter. Why would there be? For seven years he had been a 

comedian that simply was not funny. Barely publicised, these back room gigs were 

all he could get, fingertips clinging to a dream that would not die. 

 

He suddenly hated the picture, it was everything he wasn’t. He was pale and drawn, 

suffering while the picture was eternally young and happy. The rage built within and 

he let it consume him, like wildfire does a forest. 

 

Through his fury he noticed the wetness on his face was warm. He brought his hand 

to his nose and it came away a shining red, diluting in the rain. His headache was 

suddenly overwhelming, the pain white hot behind his eyeballs. He staggered, 



fighting to stay upright. He slipped on the wet surface and stumbled into the road. 

The oncoming car had no chance to swerve out of the way.  

 

The lighting was hot and harsh, lights everywhere, shining off sterile white surfaces 

and clean equipment. His eyes flickered open, it seemed like they were incredibly 

heavy. He was in no pain though, that was nice. 

 

A doctor loomed into his field of view. He could hear her talking, but the words were 

not making sense. Barely anything did.  

 

“Doc, did I make ‘em laugh?” 

 

She hesitated, and then smiled. It was the most beautiful smile he had ever seen, 

angelic almost. Suddenly everything seemed very tiring. 

 

“Yes you did, in fact you –” Her sentence was cut short as she noticed his stats 

falling sharply. He didn’t hear the sudden beeping from the heart monitor, or the 

crash cart thundering down the hall. He heard her words though, and as he faded he 

smiled. 

 

He’d made them laugh.  
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