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A note from the editor:
Can I let you in on a secret? We always manage to 
schedule the publication of Firewords at the most 
awkward of times. This one yet again coincides 
with moving countries. Consequently, this issue was 
finalised on the floor of an empty apartment! I think 
we must secretly enjoy the thrill of an impossible 
deadline.

Speaking of Secrets, this issue’s theme has really 
captured the attention of our submitters; it seems 
like everyone has a secret to keep. A dark secret 
has the power to eat someone up inside, but it can 
also make for the best story.

If you get a chance, head along to our shiny new 
website at firewords.co.uk. There’s lots of new stuff 
including an updated stockist list (14 and counting!), 
a new online store with all our digital back issues, 
plus we’ve been able to lower international postage 
costs due to some new partnerships. Also, thanks 
to those who provided the invaluable feedback we 
received in our Reader Survey, which has inspired 
us to keep improving the project!

Finally, as always we have to say what a high level 
of submissions we enjoyed this time round. The 
poetry has been so compelling to read that we have 
accepted the pieces for Issue 7 in advance. When 
we open for submissions again in Summer, it will 
only be for short stories and flash fiction. If you are a 
writer, we hope to meet you and your stories soon.

Dan Burgess, Editor
dan@firewords.co.uk | @Mr_DanB

Get in touch info@firewords.co.uk
Web www.firewords.co.uk

Facebook.com/FirewordsMag
Twitter @FirewordsMag

The team would love to hear your thoughts 
about Firewords. Please send them to: 
info@firewords.co.uk. If it’s about a specific 
piece of writing, we can pass on your 
message to the author – go on, I’m sure it will 
really make their day.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced 
in any form without prior permission from the publisher. Please 
recycle this magazine after use. Or give it to a friend. Or keep it 
forever! But please, don’t throw it in the bin - that’s bad.

Pulling aside the heavy 
blue curtain and the 
thin layer of lace behind it, 
Claudine De La Bastide looked out onto the 
dirt road that sliced a dusty jagged scar down 
the middle of the coconut plantation. The 
savage Trinidadian sun sat haughty and 
unforgiving in the sky, the only glimmering 
object in a barren expanse of blue.

Where is he? Où est-il? Claudine folded 
back the long muslin cuffs that sprouted, 
white and incongruous, from the sleeves 
of her black mourning dress. She looked at 
her fingers where the nails were bitten down 
to their beds and the cuticles were raw and 
frayed. When will he arrive? Quand? She 
gnawed at the skin around her thumb until she 
tasted the corrugated flavour of blood on the 
tip of her tongue. Where is he?

She closed the curtains, shutting out 
the interminable rows of serpentine 
coconut trees that stretched in front 
of the Great House and drawing 
herself back into the dark putrid 
air of the bedroom. The stench was 
becoming unbearable. The stench of 
her little boy. 

She leant against the soft velvet drapes, 
thrust a finger into the high collar of her dress, 
tried to loosen it and tried to breathe. She had 
to do something about the stench. 

Humming one of the house girl’s prayer 
songs to fortify herself, Claudine moved slowly 
across mahogany floorboards that were slick 
and saturated with varnish. She walked to a 
table where a small brass bell sat mutely. She 
picked it up and shook it, creating a tinkling 
cacophony. Jarred by the noise, Claudine 
turned to see if it had also startled her sleeping 
boy. But it had not, because he was not asleep. 

The gaunt hollowed face peering out from 

beneath mounds of white frangipani 
flowers was not that of a sleeping 

child but of a leering ghoul. The white 
powder and pink rouge Claudine had applied 
heavily to his cheeks had done nothing 
to mask the green-grey hue of decaying 
skin, and the plump cherubic mouth that 
had clamped itself to her bosom only days 
before was now drawn back into a feline 

snarl that revealed pale toothless gums. You 
never got to grow a tooth, même pas une 

petite dent, mon petit chou. 
When Claudine had discovered her baby 

boy motionless in his crib, he was already cold, 
the blood coagulating into violet bruises on his 
back and buttocks. His eyes were wide open, 
leaking a watery fluid that made the house 
girl, Louise-Marie, cross herself and burn sage 
throughout the bedroom for the dead child, 
crying living tears.

Now, the house girl was here again, not 
with burning herbs but a basket of fresh 
frangipani flowers taken from the garden. 
She gently took the bell from Claudine’s hand 
where it had been suspended in mid-air. 

“You ready for more flowers, Madame?”
“Yes, yes… for the smell. Is it really the little 

one who smells this way?” 
“Yes, Madame. I am afraid it is the little 

monsieur.” 
Louise-Marie made her way to the bed. 

If she felt any disgust or fear, Claudine 
could not see it. These servants—these 
newly emancipated slaves—she knew 
they were accustomed to death in its 
most gruesome forms. What they feared 
was not death but the spirits it loosed and 

what havoc these could unleash upon the 
living. Claudine knew all 
of Louise-Marie’s stories, 
of the un-baptised children 
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whose spirits lived on as faceless, sexless 
creatures with their feet twisted backwards, 
feeding on crabs at riversides and luring 
children into the rainforest never to be seen 
again. Thank God she had christened Jean-
Baptiste. She could not bear the thought of her 
boy wandering along swirling green rivers with 
backwards feet that had never learnt to walk, 
sucking with toothless gums on the shells of 
blue crabs.

Louise-Marie added more flowers to the 
heaped pile already covering the small corpse. 
The sweetness of their scent was easily 
overpowered by the sharp sour odour of decay 
but Claudine was comforted by their bright 
whiteness. As her nostrils burned with the foul 
reek of her child, she clawed again at the thick 
fabric of her dress. 

Louise-Marie was standing before her with 
the empty basket, the only indication of her 
discomfort being the beads of perspiration 
that had erupted across the wide bridge of her 
nose. It was the only time Claudine had ever 
noticed any sweat on her house girl despite the 
constant humidity. 

She caught Louise-Marie looking at her raw, 
fleshy fingertips as they tried in vain to scratch 
through the bombazine fabric. Claudine curled 
her fingers back into the stiff muslin cuffs 
but then remembered that the servants saw 
everything anyway. She was sure they were 
always watching her from sullen, murky eyes 
as they moved silently around the house. She 
had despised being around the slaves at her 
father’s sugarcane plantation. She saw misery 
and melancholy radiating from their opaque, 
vacuous faces and their voluptuous mouths 
were perpetually downturned. Riding in the 
buggy through her father’s estate, she could 
feel the field slaves’ hate rising up in glassy 
waves of shimmering heat from the tall blades 
of sugarcane as they swung their machetes en 
masse, singing their lugubrious songs in deep 
somnolent tones and watching the buggy from 
the corners of their eyes.

At her new marital home in Manzanilla 
Estate, the atmosphere promised to be lighter 
and brighter, cleansed by the salty coastal air 
that helped the coconut trees thrive. Then, 
shortly after she was married, Emancipation 

was proclaimed. Now they were servants, 
not slaves, and she felt a strange closeness to 
those who stayed on after the exodus from 
the plantations, sharing an affinity to their 
loneliness and disorientation.

“You alright, Madame?” Claudine felt the 
warm skin of Louise-Marie’s palm resting 
lightly on her forehead. “Come, sit down.” She 
led Claudine to a delicate wooden chair. 

“When is the man going to come to make 
the daguerreotype, Louise-Marie? Two days I 
am waiting for this man to take a last portrait 
of my baby. Where is he?”

“Hush, hush, Madame.” Louise-Marie 
crooned to her like a child, fussing over her 
skirts, and fixing the widow’s cap she had 
donned although her husband was still alive 
but staying well away from the room filled 
with putrescence and his wife’s inconsolable 
sadness. “The man come soon. He coming from 
all the way Pointe-à-Pierre, all the way from 
the south. I go to speak with Monsieur De La 
Bastide and we find out when this man come.”

Suddenly there was a dull rhythmic 
thudding from outside the window, the flat 
heavy sound of a horse’s hooves on dirt. 
Claudine was instantly rigid, as stiff as her 
son’s body had been when she found him. 
“He is here, Louise-Marie! He is here! He is 
here!” Claudine flew from the chair, toppling it 
over as she ran to the window and tore back 
the layers of curtains, her breathing ragged. 
A horse and buggy clattered up to the front 
of the house as Claudine hurried Louise-
Marie out the bedroom door to greet the 
photographer. 

When Louise-Marie left, Claudine draped 
herself over the tiny cadaver, crushing the 
fragrant petals and pressing down onto the 
small body so that it emitted fetid gases noisily. 
She pressed her lips to the powdered green 
cheek. “He is here now, my sweet angel. And 
you are so handsome, so perfect.” 

She lingered over him, indulging in a final 
maternal embrace until she heard the door 
creaking open. Huddled in the doorway was 
the photographer, Claudine’s ashen husband 
and, just behind them, Louise-Marie. 

“Welcome, welcome, monsieur! Oh, we 
are so grateful you could come to make a 
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portrait of our poor Jean-Baptiste! Oh, thank 
you!” The black bombazine skimmed over the 
floor as Claudine moved, sylph-like, towards 
the photographer. Above the handkerchief 
pressed against his nose and mouth, the 
man’s eyes were wide and frightened. He 
looked desperately at Claudine’s husband 
as she pulled him forcefully to the bed. The 
moment he glimpsed the discoloured face 
and exposed greying gums, the man jerked 
his arm free from Claudine’s grip in horror. 
“Have you absolutely lost your senses? The 
child has not been properly preserved! I am an 
artist and this child is a rotting corpse! Were 
I to make daguerreotypes of such atrocities, I 
should simply exhume the deceased from their 
graves at the Lapeyrouse Cemetery!” Visibly 
struggling to breathe the moist foul air, the 
man turned and blew past Claudine’s husband 
and Louise-Marie, muttering obscenities. 

Claudine stood stunned at her son’s bedside, 
her mouth agape and her arms limp at her 
sides. The room was silent and the air heaved 
with rot. And then she felt the heat rising: 
rising from the burning cashmere of her 
stockings, rising through the muslin petticoats, 
through the thick bombazine and up to her 
neck, wrapping itself around her. 

She tugged at the collar of her dress in 
desperation as she tried to release herself from 
the constraints of mourning. Louise-Marie ran 
to her and tried to calm her but Claudine was 
wailing now, deep baritone bellows like a bull 
being slowly slaughtered. Then her husband 
was standing over her, clamping his hand over 
her mouth, forcing her to the ground, begging 
her to be quiet, but the bellows grew louder 
and sharper and increasingly high-pitched, 
only ceasing for the most fleeting of moments 
as she sank her teeth into the smooth white 
flesh of his hand. He jumped back, looking at 
her as though she were a wild thing. 

Claudine sat up and used her heels to 
push herself backwards, skidding across the 
floorboards until she was pressed against the 
wall. She snarled as she panted, the rasping 
primal sound of her grunts echoing deep in 
her throat while she yanked at her collar. “I 
can’t breathe!” Her hands were a feverish blur, 
fumbling at the back of her bodice, fighting to 

break loose of the ties of her black dress. She 
pulled and pulled, throwing herself facedown 
onto the floor as her body bucked in frustration 
and her arms contorted to pull the lacing loose. 
Her husband tried to catch hold of any limb 
that he could, but she twisted and writhed and 
beat her body against the ground with such 
temerity that he could not take hold. “Bring 
him back! Bring him back to take the portrait 
of my baby boy!” 

In her thrashing, Claudine’s lip had burst 
open. Hot blood spilled down her chin onto her 
dress, disappearing into the matte black fabric 
as though nothing were there. 

–
Louise-Marie stretched and rolled over, the 

silk sheets clinging to her moist skin. It was 
the morning after Monsieur De La Bastide 
had deposited Madame on a ship to France, 
accompanied by a firm-handed nurse dressed 
all in white. Now Monsieur’s pale buttocks 
lay bare beside Louise-Marie, his head of fair 
curls turned away from her as he snored softly. 
Louise-Marie lowered herself from the high 
four-poster bed and gathered her clothes from 
the floor. She sang an Orisha hymn as she 
dressed, knowing that Monsieur slept soundly 
after lovemaking and would not wake easily. 

Outside, she walked barefoot through the 
sprawling back garden, searching for shining 
bush to grind with matt root and make a 
tea that would help Monsieur’s seed take 
hold in her belly. She passed the frangipani 
trees with their sweet-smelling blossoms and 
fruit trees speckled with ripe mangoes and 
grapefruits, but stopped when she came to 
the tall manchineel tree. She looked up at 
its innocuous-looking green fruit, filled with 
poison so powerful that if the sliced fruit were 
only smeared onto an infant’s lips, it would 
bring instant death. 

The clouds were gathering overhead, 
dampening the morning sunlight. If she stayed 
beneath the canopy of the manchineel tree, the 
raindrops would sear her skin after coursing 
down the poisonous leaves. She turned away 
from the tree to continue searching for shining 
bush, humming the Orisha hymns she had 
learnt as a slave.

His gills gave him away – he could barely 
breathe in the office. Between ten and twelve 

each day, when the sun was just right, I saw him 
in the reflection on my screen. He was a ghost 
on my desktop, faded, with emails from clients 
running through him. He hunched everywhere 
he went as if the world was too small for him. 
He thought no one was watching - but I was. I 
couldn’t help it.

On his last day, he picked up a glass of water 
and I knew what he was about to do. He bent 
down, slid open his bottom drawer, took out a 
large pot of table salt and then poured a white 
fountain into the drink. It anchored to the bottom, 
but he stirred it up like a whirlwind until it spun 
clear. But that wasn’t the weirdest bit. He checked 
the room again - everyone was deep in coding. He 
brushed back his hair and pulled down his collar 
to reveal three flaps on his neck and then pushed 
the glass of water onto them. 

He closed his eyes and smiled in utter relief. I 
liked to see it; to watch him get a taste of what he 
really wanted and what he really needed. He sank 
into it and his body broke the banks of his being, 
spreading out like a flooded river. He glanced from 
side to side and around again, double-checking to 
see if he was free to indulge. But he was nervous 
now – those moments of bliss had evaporated. 
And then he saw me, and I wasn’t sure how but 
I met the gaze of his ghost in my computer, and 
I didn’t know where to look or what to do. He 
tucked his glass of water out of sight. His gaze 
pinged back and forth from me while he plucked 
an elastic band between his fingers like a slingshot.

His pearly eyes hung on me all day. I stayed 
late and so did he, as if something unspoken had 
rippled between us. Above us, darkness dropped 
like a net over the sky, catching clouds and a 
floating moon. When I was halfway through a 
Jammie Dodger, we became the last two people 
left. I spun around in my chair as soon as the 
door met the frame.

 “I’m sorry,” I said. “I…”
“What did you see?” he asked.
“Not much. Just the glass. On 

your neck.”

“Look, I’m not a freak show, okay? I’m just a bit 
out of place.”

“Hey, I know. You don’t need to tell me,” I said.
“What do you mean?”
I pushed back on my chair, rolling towards him 

until I crashed into his desk. I took a deep breath. 
“I…uh. I have a tail.”

“You do? Really?” He pulled his chair back a 
bit, which I thought was pretty rude.

“Hey, I don’t bite.”
“What does that make you?”
“Just as out of place as you are.”
He nods. “I’m not sure how I got here.”
“Why stay, then?”
“Why do you stay?”
I shrugged. “I’m a slave for tinned tuna. Sue 

me.” I’d made him smile. “That and Jammie 
Dodgers.” I held up the other half of my biscuit. 
The red heart was chomped in two and the 
jammie middle bled out.

“As good a reason as any, I guess,” he said.
“And what’s yours?”
He flicked a rubber band across the room. It 

landed on the floor. “I guess I’m worried about 
what might happen.”

“If you leave?”
“Yeah.”
“You might actually be happy?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
“You might find others like you.”
He stared at me shoving the remainder of the 

dodger down my throat. “What if I don’t?”
“It’s killing you being here. You can’t stay,” I 

said, with more crumbs than words.
“I’ve already made the adjustments.”
“Putting on a tie is not an adjustment. It’s a 

disguise.”
He held up his hands and spread his fingers in 

and out like a concertina.
“What about your feet?” I asked.

“Nobody sees those.”
“You could still do it, then. I’ll help you.”

“Why?”
“Because I’m thinking of doing 

the same; you know, leaving.”
“So I’m your crash test dummy?”
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“No. I just…”
“I don’t care; I don’t care,” he said, picking up 

his glass and holding it to his neck. “I’m going to 
do it. I mean, why would I want to be here, doing 
this?” He gestures to the screen filled with graphs 
and reports. “I mean, does it even exist? It’s just a 
bunch of ones and twos floating around, waiting 
to get unplugged. I mean, is it even real?” His face 
creased together like a drawstring bag. “I mean, 
it’s weird, isn’t it? Being part of a generation 
where what we create is untouchable - something 
that could be brought down in a single solar flare.”

“Well, you could say that about anything 
though. Like our lives. They can be brought down 
by a disease. Doesn’t make them pointless.”

“Doesn’t it? I mean, at least there’s a body to 
show for it.”

“So what’s stopping you? Let’s go.”
“Where?”
“To the sea,” I said. “That’s where you need to 

be, right?”
He froze and stared at me. I wiped my mouth 

and chin, wondering if they had crumbs all over 
them. 

“I have a car,” I said. “It’s only twenty minutes 
away.”

He searched his desk, tidied papers and put 
away pens. He checked his phone. It was as if he 
was looking for something to tell him what to 
do; a sign of some sort. So I pushed the glass of 
water on the desk towards him. “Joel?”

He stared at the glass and at me with so much 
focus that I thought he might jump off his chair 
right there and then, into the carpet. “Yeah. Okay. 
Let’s go.”

–

The closer we got to the beach the more he 
fidgeted, flapping his hands and his feet. And 
when the doors opened, he heard the sea bashing 
into the land and ran towards it. I chased him in 
the dark but couldn’t find him at first. Everything 
was in black and white, and the moonlit sea 
shimmered like silvery scales. The glowing white 
water spilled up and back like frothy beer, but 
its hold was stronger, drinking Joel in. He was a 
few meters away, and with each wave that pulled 
back, he followed, closer and closer, to the rim of 
the sea.

“Joel?”
“Here,” he said, waving his hand without 

turning around. I jogged and burrowed my feet 
into the sand next to him. “You know, I don’t 
think my Mum will get it,” he said. “She always 

hated me going into the sea. She said it was too 
dangerous.” His hands shook.

“It isn’t. Well, not for someone like you. It’s in 
your blood.”

“Yeah, I guess. But what if I don’t like it? What 
if it’s not for me?”

“Then you’ll know. Then you can go back to 
work and being miserable. You don’t have to stay 
there.”

“I guess.”
He took a deep breath, but it was more like 

he was trying to summon power from the waves, 
the sand, the rock and even me. And it’s funny 
because I felt it – the drain and the release. And 
any courage or strength I had in me passed to 
him and I let it. He was closer than I’d ever be.

“Are you going to?” he said.
“Going to what?”
“Leave.”
“I want to. I might. Depends.”
“On what?”
I shrugged.
“Well,” he said, “thanks. It was good knowing 

you. Don’t eat all the Jammie Dodgers, will you?”
“I can’t promise anything.”
He smiled and walked towards the rising mouth 

of the sea. It frothed and boasted. His fists were 
clams, tight and white. And he walked until he 
was knee high, and then he ran, thrashing, falling 
forward and laughing. It filtered through the beats 
of the waves and burst like fireworks. I’ve never 
heard a sound like it. Explosive. As if his dreams 
were waves that had crashed into the rocks of 
reality and found themselves bigger than the land.

He shouted to me. I walked towards him so I 
could hear and he waved to me, arms swaying 
like crossing window wipers.

‘I can breathe,” he shouted. “Come on in.”
I laughed. 
“I don’t like the water,” I said. “I have a tail, 

remember?” He dived between the ruches of the 
sea and that was it. 

I didn’t see him again. But I think of him 
between ten and twelve each day or when I eat a 
Jammie Dodger, and I can hear the tidal wave of 
his laughter, and it’s during those moments that I 
realize I can barely breathe.

Artwork by Daniel Jamie 
Williams, a London-based 
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traditional and digital media.

7 



Passing Waves
by Steven E. Gonzales

She basks in white sands facing the clear sea,

her small, opal back to me. Curling waves

wash her little castles away, and she

runs her fingers over the kingdom’s grave.

She mourns for a moment and turns away

to watch the sinking sun color the sky

rose red across us in that empty bay.

And I, I watch the fading of her eyes;

those flint colored stones that glint in the light

are framed by charcoal locks down her bright face

that shames the moon on the darkest of nights

such as this. The night’s jealous waves give chase.

She can’t escape the night’s bitter fury.

Her executioner, judge, and jury. Mal De Mar
by Cody A. Conklin

Silence –

not the lack of noise, but

the lack of meaning when it

matters most, the empty love

when you kiss the coast between

swells larger than your spirit

and depths darker than the

morose bell screaming into fog

which neither listens nor pities

those who disturb its

silence. 
Having been raised in Yorkshire, Cody A. 

Conklin still believes Leeds United are the 
best team in football. He writes poems, too.
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“One dollar! Woo hoo!” She shouted up the 
basement steps. “Honey, I found an extra dollar 
in your jeans’ pocket. Another dollar, darlin’, 
for the kitty. That’s good news, isn’t it?

“Oh my, and look at this,” she added, 
pulling a handful of coins out of another pair 
of jeans, covered in dust from the quarry. 
“Another 75 cents in your other pants. Why, 
this is a happy day! Seaside vacation here we 
come!” She slipped the dollar bill and coins into 
the pocket of her apron and turned back to the 
washing machine.

She held the crumpled dungarees in both 
hands, looked up the stairway past the bare 
lightbulb hanging down and waited though no 
reply came, only the garbled drone of Monday 
night football playing on the TV in the living 
room. 

She turned back to the laundry and, after a 
moment, footsteps clunked across the kitchen 
floor above. The refrigerator door opened and 
closed quickly, and the cushing sound of a 
beer can being opened wafted down the stairs. 

She stopped and listened to the rattle of the 
keychain that he had clipped onto his belt loop.

“Baby,” she called quickly, the quiver in her 
voice swaddled in the sweetness she’d been 
known for, the sing-songy uplift he’d once 
adored, “want me to make you some nachos, 

darlin’? I got some of that new picante sauce 
you like so much. Why, folks say it makes 
homemade nachos just as good as the ones at 
Los Lobos.”

She twisted the ruffle of the apron she 
seemed to wear constantly these days. It was 
stretched tight across her midriff, which was 
now soft and wide like the other wives, the 
ones with babies in tow cranky for want of 
mother’s milk. She had no baby tugging at 
her bosom. She’d have been the one to do it, 
too - nurse her baby the old fashioned way 
like grandmas and great-grannies had done. 
The girls today said it was low-class and 
nasty; they swore they’d rather die than sink so 
low. Never you mind, she’d told the other gals 
before her baby’d come, then gone, so tiny and 
weak and early. Never you mind, she’d said to 
him as well, though in her heart she knew he 
hadn’t been ready for a baby, or a wife, or the 
life she’d tried to make for them and wanted 
still to have.

“So, why don’t you just settle in and let me 
make you some good ole nachos?” she shouted 
up the steps, picking up another bundle of 
dirty clothes.

“Why, they say it’s going to rain tonight 
anyway, and you know those tires are so bald, 
they’re ‘bout to burst. Ain’t no good in the rain, 

BALD TIRES
by Elizabeth Bruce
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“You have a lot of saliva,” she says. I look 
into the small, intense headlight the hygienist 
is wearing on her forehead. She’s a dental 
spelunker exploring a new cave. I’m surprised 
she’s not wearing a helmet. “What happens 
is,” she continues, her unseen lips moving 
from behind a thin paper surgical mask, “the 
plaque builds up on your teeth and then the 
saliva hardens it 
into tartar.” As she 
speaks, she probes 
and scrapes my teeth 
with a pencil-thin 
metal instrument. 
At the end, its sharp 
hook dances just 
above my gum line. 
“Since you have a lot 
of saliva, you’re more 
at risk.” She has my 
full attention. My jaw 
muscles strain to keep 
my mouth open as 
wide as possible.

She finishes up 
and puts the hook down on a little stainless 
steel table, then stretches out some dental 
floss which she doubles up to make even 
thicker. I fear she’s about to get “Medieval 
on my ass.” I open up without her asking 
and she deftly lassoes one of my canines. 
Industrial strength flossing begins and soon 
my flabby, weak gums have given way. I taste 
my own blood, tinny and salty, as it flows in 
thin vertical rivulets. Remembering an article 
about how iron originally came from a far-off 
galaxy, I wonder if I’m tasting a distant star. 
I look up at the light and squint. Seeming to 
sense my anxiety, she tells me she’s almost 
done. But, before she’s finished, the string 
bites into my flesh again, sending my brain a 
flash bang of pain. As a defense mechanism, 
my consciousness recalls that scientists 
are attempting to turn chickens back into 
dinosaurs through gene therapy. I wonder who 
funds these things. 

“Mr. Davis.” The hygienist’s voice shocks me 
back into the dentist’s chair. “Why don’t you go 

ahead and rinse now?” It’s not really a question. 
I lean over a porcelain spittoon and, like a 
trained circus animal, catch some of the water 
that streams from the faucet. I swirl and spit, 
sending a bloody discharge spiraling down the 
drain. With a strange sense of accomplishment, 
I readjust myself in the chair and resign myself 
to more bloodletting.

She continues the flossing, her movements 
falling into an easy, natural rhythm. Together, 
we enter dental-floss nirvana. A few more 
teeth and she’s done. 

“Floss regularly and come back in three 
weeks. If there’s no improvement, we’ll need to 
do a deep cleaning.” She doesn’t comment on 
our moment of galactic synchronization; our 
perfect lock step with the universe. 

I pay my bill, walk out of the building and 
get into my car. Like a dog let out into a new 
yard, my tongue explores its new surroundings 
in a frenzy. My post-tartar teeth feel smooth 
and healthy. I am happy. 
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DO DINOSAURS TASTE LIKE CHICKEN?
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honey. You said that yourself, why, just last 
week. And Lord knows, if anyone knows best 
‘bout cars it’s you, sugar.”

She held up a white t-shirt, found a spot of 
grease - a Big Mac dribble maybe or chicken 
fries - and poured extra detergent on it, 
rubbing it together like her mother used to. 

“No sir, no good in the rain at all. Just 
think what a hardship it’d be having that old 
jalopy go crashing into one of them big oak 
trees down close to town. Why, where’d we be 
then, without a truck or money enough to fix 
it? I know how that pains you, darlin’, having 
things go wrong like that. Why, you need 
your rest, sweetheart. You work too hard to be 
burdened with troubles like that. Yes siree, you 
deserve better, husband; much, much better 
than a smashed up pick-up and being stuck 
out here in the middle of nowhere with just 
stupid old me for company.”

She paused and tilted her ear toward 
the stairway, cradling a new bundle of dirty 
clothes like the sleeping child they’d never 
had. The television rumbled on. She lifted a 
dingy undershirt from the pile and breathed in 
its acrid odor. One-by-one she peeled clothes 
from the pile, checked the pockets and tossed 
them into the washer: his Tennessee Titans 
t-shirt, the dress shirt he wore to church, plaid 
boxers, cotton socks and dungarees. Pushing 
them all into the same jumbo load, whites 
and colors together, she noticed that only his 
Sunday trousers were left. 

“Why, if we use the kitty we’re getting 
close to having all the money for some brand 
new tires so you won’t have to give it another 
thought,” she said, pressing the trousers to her 
chest and waiting. Waiting for a response that 
didn’t come, again.

She sighed and held the pants out before 
her as she had the dungarees and searched 
the pockets one by one. A half pack of gum, 
a gas receipt, crumpled tissue, three pennies, 
one dime, a nickel, and there in the front left 
pocket, a bundle of dollar bills. She smiled and 
glanced up the stairs, holding the dollar bills in 
one hand, her mouth already open and ready 
to shout out the good news.

But then she stopped. She looked again at 
the folded bills and peeled them back slowly 

like lettuce leaves. There, nestled beneath the 
dollars, was a single condom with its silver foil 
unbroken. 

She stopped, her arm bent, the crinkling 
packet perched inside the green bills in her 
hand. She looked at it for a long time, its shiny 
package a perfect square like a York Peppermint 
Patty. Then, silently, she slid the packet back 
inside the bills and started to put it into her 
apron pocket with the other loose change. 

But then she stopped and looked around 
the basement, at the shelves full of paint cans 
and yard tools. She crossed over to a group 
of boxes stacked against the wall and opened 
one labeled Christmas. She dug around inside 
and pulled out an old Christmas cookie tin. 
Holding the metal box between her knees, she 
pried the lid off and slipped the bundle of bills 
inside. She started to press the top back on, 
but then stopped and scooped the extra dollar 
and jumble of coins from her apron pocket and 
dropped them into the tin as well. The coins 
rattled and she quickly closed the metal box.

Glancing up the steps, she slid the cookie 
tin far back onto the laundry shelf behind 
the spot remover and fabric softener. Pausing, 
she flopped her bag of rags over the tin and 
turned back to the laundry. She scooped out 
a ladle of detergent and sprinkled it slowly 
over the wash. She turned the washer level to 
jumbo and pushed the hot/warm button and 
the machine came alive before her, a cascade 
of clean, warming water rushing over his dirty 
clothes.

“No, siree,” she said to the open washer, 
her voice rising ever so slightly. “Not one more 
worried thought ‘bout them tires. A body can 
just drive, and drive and drive without a care 
in the world once them tires are fixed. Now, 
won’t that be nice? Won’t that be worth all the 
one dollars in the world?”



The shard barely missed Soku’s head as it 
came crashing down from the sky. The thud 

sent him tumbling down the slope that lay at 
the foot of his bridge, scared half to death. He 
was still wrapped in his blankets. He waited until 
he was sure he wasn’t being chased–by cops or 
kids or other rough sleepers–then gathered his 
blankets and scrambled back up to the top of the 
slope, curious to see what it was that had almost 
chopped his head off.

The shard was stuck in the ground, its jagged 
edge half-buried. The surface was smooth as 
a gem and brilliant; so brilliant it made Soku’s 
eyes water. He let his blankets fall to the ground 
and approached the shiny thing. His heart was 
beating fast.

“What happened here, huh?” he asked. “Where 
did you come from?”

He looked up and there was the broken moon, 
still hanging crooked in the sky; a smile missing 
a tooth.

The piece of the moon was about Soku’s 
height and wide enough to hold his reflection, a 
silver mirage of himself. He reached out a hand 
to feel its surface. It was cool to the touch, but not 
cold. Soothing, happy-making. Soku wrapped his 
arms around the shard and gently pried it out of 
the ground. He used the soft lining of his jacket to 
wipe the surface clean of soil and dust. It was the 
most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 

Soku’s joy soon turned to worry. Owning 
things made you responsible for them. How was 
he ever going to protect something so special?

He sheltered the piece under his bridge, hoping 
to conceal its brightness from jealous eyes. He laid 
it gently near the stone wall and covered it with 

his blankets, which did little to dim its brilliance. 
He lay next to it, huddled close. He would have 
to find a better place for it the next day, to keep 
the precious thing safe. His stash had been stolen 
more than once before, but it would have to do 
for the night.

Soku closed his eyes and slept, bathed in 
shattered moonlight.

–
In the morning, Soku wrapped the shard in 

his darkest clothes and dragged it to the sewers. 
Carrying it all the way there through fields and 
highways was hard and risky work. When he 
arrived at the manhole, his clothes were drenched 
in sweat and his heart was beating fast.

Soku uncovered the entrance and carefully 
lowered the shard through the hole until he heard 
it splash in the water, then followed behind it 
down the ladder.

He waded through the sewage far enough 
from the entrance to make sure the moonlight 
wouldn’t attract any unwanted attention, then 
rested the shard against the wall. Its sharpest edge 
was submerged in brown water and its light was 
diffused through the muck. Satisfied, Soku retrieved 
his blankets and clothes and turned to leave.

He paused by the bottom of the ladder. 
He brushed his nose, his sense of smell not 
yet entirely adjusted to the reek of the place. 
The moonlight reflected off the water, casting 
shimmering glyphs on the walls. If there ever was 
a time a sewer had looked beautiful, this was it. It 
reminded Soku of the hours he’d spent as a child 
watching the shapes made by pool lights in this 
hotel or that, waiting for his father to finish work.

He took another look at the shard; his very 

own piece of the moon. There was a big black pit 
in his gut. He couldn’t leave it here, all alone. This 
was no place for a moon.

–
He decided to bury it in the river bank by his 

bridge, far enough not to raise suspicion but close 
enough to check on it whenever he wanted. He 
didn’t have anything to dig with except his hands 
and a broken bottle that he kept close to his body 
at night for protection. People had spat on him 
before. People had kicked his face before. After the 
first few times, he’d learned that waving a broken 
bottle around, scratching ankles and slashing 
veins, was an effective way of keeping people 
away. They could still stare all they wanted. He 
didn’t much mind their disgust or even their pity 
any more, as long as they kept their hands and 
feet away from his face and his stuff.

He made the hole big enough to fit the moon 
comfortably. He had to work quickly–a homeless 
man seen digging a hole was an express ticket to 
the police station. He certainly didn’t want that. 
Some people thought they were doing him a 
favour every time they called the police on him, or 
“the Services”–whatever that meant in their head. 
They thought they were giving him a warm place 
to sleep and food, but a place wasn’t his place. It 
wasn’t his bridge. His sky.

He lowered the piece of moon into the hole as 
carefully as he could. He closed his fingers around 
a handful of soil and then stood over the hole and 
squinted, trying very hard not to think of a grave. 
He gazed at the skyline of the city he used to call 
his own, a very long time ago, and compared its 
mournful lights pale to the glow of his moon.

“Who are you to rob the world of such light?” 

he asked himself, but threw the handful of dirt on 
the moon anyway.

–
The night was dim and sleepless, and Soku 

craved to be close to the moon, to feel its shine on 
his skin. He wondered what his face would look 
like crowned by its light. Would he be different? 
Would people look at him differently? 

When the sun finally peeked over the horizon, 
Soku dug up the moon’s grave and spent the day 
polishing its surface. At dusk, he strapped the 
shard onto his back. He headed towards the city 
and walked its streets again, a brilliant prince 
wearing the moon. There was such light pouring 
off him, such silver light, that people stared. His 
back hurt from the weight of the shard, its sharp 
edges digging through his clothes and into his 
flesh, but he didn’t care. A small crowd started 
trailing him. Their faces glowed in his silver light–
poor, moonless house-dwellers with their clean 
clothes and still, airtight nights–and they pointed 
at him, not with disgust this time, not with fear, 
but with adulation.

“Look!” they said. “Look at the man, how 
beautiful, the man with a piece of the moon on 
his back.”
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It has seen so much, the great house. 

All that has passed through the years in between those walls:

Monks, families, raves, artists, 

they called it home, resting place, wreckage.

So many lives were lived inside of her, she felt as a voyeur,

experiencing through the people amidst her rooms.

Now that she was being torn down, she realised,

she had never lived. 

Through the wallpaper debris and the ashes of the mortar

she was now free from everything that had ever

haunted her walls.TH
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My dad can’t sleep. For the past four days, 

I’ve heard him creep by my room at 2:15, 

at 3:05 and at 3:40. Tonight, according to 

the digital clock next to my bed, it’s 1:36. He 

tries to pass silently but I’m awakened by the 

slightest creak of floorboard and the high-

pitched squeal of flesh against banister.

In the mornings when my mom feels well 

enough to come down to breakfast, she asks 

him what’s wrong and he says, “Dunno. Just 

can’t sleep.” 
Well, now it’s interfering with my schedule. 

I have practice at 7:15, an hour before school 

starts and as Dr. Levine, our conductor, will tell 

you, “A first violin without sufficient rest can 

drag down an entire high school orchestra and 

dash their chances of successfully performing 

in Italy.”

When I go down to the kitchen, he’s sitting 

at the table grading papers. He’s got on 

sweatpants, sneakers and a St. Bridget’s t-shirt, 

and he looks like an overweight man reliving 

his college days. He glances up and sees me 

standing in the doorway in my pajamas.

“What are you doing up?” he asks.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay,” I say.

“Just getting a jump on a few essays.” 

“What’s the topic?” 

“It’s a prompt,” he says. “If you could be 

anyone in history who’s no longer alive, who 

would you be and what one thing would you 

change?”
“Anything any good?” 

He smiles at this. “Academic Writing 102,” 

he says. “I’m not even looking for ‘good.’” 

He returns to the stack of papers and makes 

slashes and circles in red. I approach the table.

“So who would you be?”  

“Me?” he says. “I don’t know. Haven’t thought 

about it.”
“I’d be Martin Luther King,” I tell him, 

knowing the answer will please his liberal 

heart. “And the thing I’d change would be any 

plans to visit Memphis.”

He looks up at this, another smile on his 

face. “See you in the morning,” he says. He 

bends his head, flips a graded paper to the 

bottom of the stack, squints at a fresh one. 

I open the cabinet under the stove and 

remove a one-quart sauce pan. Then I go to the 

refrigerator and take out the half-gallon of milk.

“What are you doing?”

“Warm milk,” I tell him. “It’s supposed to 

help people sleep.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’ll be more fine with warm milk,” I 

say, sounding more like his mother than his 

daughter.
He sighs. “Well, just keep it down. I don’t 

want your mom up.” 

As the milk simmers, I sit in the kitchen 

chair by his side. “So why can’t you sleep?” 

“Got me,” he says without looking up from 

his freshman essays.
“September provides perfect sleeping 

weather,” I say, quoting Mel the Meteorologist 

from Channel 10.
“You all ready for Milan?” he asks. It’s his 

attempt to change the subject but, I figure, 

maybe my leaving also has something to do 

with his insomnia. 

“It’s only for a week,” I remind him. “We’ll 
be home before Thanksgiving.”

“You’ll miss my birthday.” 
“Only by a couple of days.” 
“I wish I could miss it.” 
I go to the kitchen counter and take a 

couple of mugs from the wooden mug 
tree. He’ll be sixty-two, I think to myself. 
That’s not that old. But I know the facts, 
one of which is a lot of kids my age have 
grandparents younger than he is.

I pour us each some warm milk, take the 
mugs to the table and arrange a few graham 
crackers on a plate. I sit back down. “Who 
does she want to be?” I point to an essay now 
covered with angry-looking marginal notes.

“’He,’” my dad corrects. “He wants to be Bill 
Clinton and not...you know...”

“Have sex with that woman?” I say shyly.
“Yeah.”
“Bill Clinton’s still alive.” 
“Hence the C-,” my dad says, topping the 

paper with the grade underlined twice in red 
marker. “You want to enter it in the book?”

I’ve always loved doing this. My father 
slides over his grading book and the paper 
he’s just graded. I flip the soft-covered 
book open to the appropriate class, find the 
student’s name in the vertical column on the 
left, trace it out to the horizontal row that says 
Rough draft 1, and put a minute C- in the 
tiny square. I’ve done this for him ever since I 
can remember and it still gives me a pleasing 
sense of responsibility; the fact that one slip 
on my part could make an “A” student go 
down in flames.

“Maybe I’d be my father,” he says.
I look up. I never met my father’s father and 

from stories my mom tells, I’m just as glad. He 
was killed years before I was adopted—before 
I was born—killed in a construction accident 
in midtown Manhattan, his only son not much 
older than I am now.

“And what would you change?” I ask.
“I’d try to be nicer.” 
“To who?” 

“To whom,” he corrects. But that’s the 
closest thing to an answer he’s willing to give.

“You think he would have liked me?”
“Maybe when he got to know you,” my dad 

says. “Not at first.” We’re both silent for a few 
seconds, me searching for something in the 
steam of the warm milk, when he says, “He 
was only fifty-two. I’ll be ten years older than 
he was in November.”

“Must be hard to imagine,” I say.
“I remember soon after he died somebody 

saying, ‘He was so young,’ and thinking to 
myself, No he wasn’t. He was fifty-two.” He 
gives a slight laugh, more like a snort. “Now...” 
he says, but leaves the rest of his sentence 
unfinished. 

I don’t know what to say. I almost come out 
with something completely phony like, 
Hey, Big Guy. Smile. You’re going to be 
around until the cows come home, but thank 
God I don’t.

My dad pushes away from the table. 
“I think I might go for a little walk.” 

“You’ll wake up every dog in the 
neighborhood,” I warn him.

“Hell with ‘em,” he says as he wraps a 
couple of graham crackers in a paper towel.

“Want me to come?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “You need your shut-eye.” 
I follow him as he walks into the hallway 

and takes a sweater from the closet.
“Bring a flashlight!” I call as he starts for 

the door.

In my room, I look out my window as my 
father walks down our driveway and toward 
the dirt path, which leads past the houses 
of our neighbors and out to our communal 
mailboxes on the main road. A weak beam 
of light precedes him. One dog begins to bark 
and others quickly join in. I lie on my bed. 
He’ll be back in a few minutes, I tell myself. 
But, until he is, I can’t sleep.

Z.Z. Boone is the author 
of Off Somewhere, a 2015 
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In the immediate aftermath of 
orgasm, you are surprised to find that 
you’ve shrunk down to the size of a pin 
and fallen into her vagina. You land 
ankle-deep and gasp upright, the last 
tremors of your climax still shivering 
your skin. The vast muscular walls 
of her heave above you, ribbed and 
glistening like the roof of a mouth.

“Hello?” you call. “Sarah?” Your voice 
echoes in the empty space.

You gather yourself, naked except 
for socks (now sodden) and your digital 
watch. It’s warm here at least. You climb 
uphill, over and around mysterious 
folds, crenulations of flesh, uvulous and 
musky pink. There is light here, just 
barely, flickering against the walls.

Her ex-lovers are waiting at the 
entrance to her cervix - more of them 
than you’d reckoned - a dozen maybe, 
at first count, lurking in the shadows: 
a rugged, Germanic man with a sour 
expression; a girl in high school uniform; 
a hipsterish boy you recognise from a 
photo on her dressing table mirror.

“I was here first.” His voice is small 
and thirsty. “Go home. Go back. You 
leave her alone.”

The walls contract and shudder 
around you. Her ex-lovers all stare, a 
menacing crowd of shadowy figures. 
Ghosts, all of them. 

“You don’t know her,” says the 
hipsterish boy.

“She’s dangerous,” says the German, 
deadly serious, eyes like moats.

“You can’t have her. We have her,” 
says the girl in the uniform.

They press in, sleepy and 
insubstantial, to seize handfuls of your 
hair and snap at your legs. You push 
them away, bull through the crowd of 
reaching limbs and haul yourself up to 
the mouth of the cervix - the narrow, 
sturdy orifice - like squeezing through 
the shell of a grapefruit. Pushing 
yourself forward with the tips of your 
toes, you try not to scratch, slipping, 
deaf to the following whispers. You’ll 
need to breathe soon. And then, at last, 
you can. The tunnel opens out. The 
walls here are soft and muddy, and 
Sarah is waiting for you, lying there 
couched in blood.

“You took your time,” she says.
“I’m here now.”
“You’ll stay?”
“For a while.” You lie down beside 

her. It should be dark in here but there 
is a red and wavering light. You feel like 
you’re underwater, looking up. “Can 
they get to us here? The others?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“Tell me about them.”
“One day,” she says. You lie there 

beside each other. Distantly you 
can still hear the ghosts whispering, 
straining, pushing to get in.
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– Her husband, whose empty space 
lies to her right 

– Her eldest daughter, who hasn’t been home 
from university once this term 

– The conversation she had with Keira, her 
youngest, the previous week 

– Her own first Holy Communion and 
what happened that day 

– And Luke, the young practice nurse from work  

These are the thoughts that occur to Tricia 
Doyle (née Fitzpatrick) within a minute of 
waking at 7:35 on Saturday morning. There’s no 
particular order of importance to them but neither 
are they random. She closes her eyes again. If 
only she could stop the clock but when she next 
looks it’s already 7:50. There’s never time and, 
because of that, things happen that shouldn’t 
happen, like the force that’s moving her from 
where she is now to where she’ll be in twelve 
hours time, giving herself like a sacrifice on the 
altar of God. 

It’s been building in her mind and shows 
in the way she answers Luke’s messages, but 
to put thoughts into action requires more than 
daydreams. It was her husband’s plan that really 
set things in motion. Saturdays are either golf or 
football, or both. She’s stopped taking notice. It 
was about a month ago, a normal evening in; the 
television was on and dinner was finished. She 
had her feet up on the sofa, feeling drowsy, with 
the usual irritations working on her mood. He was 
in the armchair, back after ‘a quick nine holes’, 
when he played the perfect approach shot.

‘The lads at the club are planning a weekend 
in Devon,’ he said. 

She just needed to concede the hole. 
‘And?’ she said. She made sure not to look up 

from the magazine she was reading.
‘Do you mind if I go?’
She looked across at him. He was slumped in 

the chair as if to make himself look smaller.
‘Wives not invited?’
He shook his head.
‘Men only, I’m afraid.’
‘I couldn’t think of anything worse.’
‘So it’s ok, then?’ he said, and levered himself 

to sit more upright. She noticed his paunch push 
forward over his belt and how grey his hair 
looked when he needed a haircut.

‘There’s no one keeping you under lock and 
key, Mark.’ 

‘Don’t be like that.’
‘Do as you please and I’ll do likewise.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘I might surprise you one day.’
‘It’s only golf.’
‘Just make sure it is,’ she said. 
She went and sat in the downstairs loo. It 

wasn’t that she wanted to think things through. 
She was quite clear in her plans. However, after 
twenty-seven years of marriage, small changes 
can be very obvious. Mark was her husband, to 
have and to hold, and always would be. She had 
no intention of leaving him. He was the father of 
her two daughters.

‘Don’t tell Dad,’ Keira said.
Tricia hadn’t told him. There shouldn’t be 

secrets but there always are. She encouraged 
the girls to be open with her and made sure she 
was there to talk when they wouldn’t or couldn’t 
speak to their father. 

They were in the kitchen. 
‘You’re only fourteen,’ Tricia said.
‘You said I would know when it was right.’ 
‘Keira, put your phone down for a minute.’
She threw it onto the table. 
‘Have you done it already?’
Tricia tried to make eye-contact but Keira 

turned away and opened a cupboard door. 
‘I’ll use protection,’ she said, as she selected 

a coffee mug. Thick waves of ginger hair hid 
her face but Tricia saw a younger girl who 
couldn’t yet reach the handle, one who still 
needed her help.  

‘Don’t rush into it.’
‘No one’s forcing me,’ said Keira.
‘How old is Tom?’
‘Sixteen.’
Tricia had seen the boy when he came to 

call. She knew the family and knew they were 
okay. She wondered whether she should have 
a word with his mother. She wondered where 

they would find the opportunity and recalled the 
spider-infested shed of her own first time.

‘Where will you go?’
‘Mum.’
‘Make sure it’s somewhere nice.’
Keira didn’t reply.
‘If you get pregnant, your dad will go ape shit.’
‘I’m not stupid,’ said Keira.

Tricia knew she should be worried but this 
conversation simply exacerbated what Keira’s sister 
had started. Her sister left for university having 
barely kissed a boy but fell madly, badly, and 
stupidly in love in her first term. She hardly ever 
came home to stay now and, when she did, all 
she talked about was David. To Rozzie, he was the 
embodiment of Einstein and Shakespeare and Brad 
Pitt. All Tricia saw was a still-maturing nineteen-
year-old but she noticed the change in her 
daughter’s eyes, green and gold, hungry yet sated. 

‘I call him Vector,’ said Rozzie.
Tricia’s lack of comprehension must have been 

obvious.
‘A physical quantity with magnitude and 

direction, Mum,’ she said. ‘Like force.’ She had 
that ‘were you born yesterday?’ look on her face. 

Tricia had to admit he was a handsome boy 
and the one time he’d 

stayed it seemed 
she was the 

only one 
to hear 

his 

footsteps on the landing, the creaking of Rozzie’s 
bed and her daughter’s stifled cries in the night. 
It wasn’t the talk of his academic prowess that 
impressed her; it was the sexual details, the how 
good and how often, that lingered with Tricia 
long after Rozzie had returned to college. 

Now Keira was in on the act. Tricia knew 
this day would come, she just didn’t expect it to 
arrive so quickly and the more she thought of 
her daughters the more she thought of Luke at 
work. Last Saturday evening, walking home from 
the train station after a shopping trip, she had 
opportunity and location on her mind. When she 
passed the church, she felt a strong compulsion 
to enter. 

Apart from weddings, christenings, and 
funerals, she hadn’t been in there since the age of 
sixteen. She slipped into an empty side-chapel. 
The Mass was coming to a close and she waited 
until it had, until the priest left the stage and the 
congregation fizzled silently away. She heard the 
wardens tidying up at the back of the church 
and saw them checking the pews, but no one 
seemed to notice her sitting in the shadows. She 
saw the priest return to collect the valuables 
from the tabernacle and take them back into the 
sacristy. She heard an alarm being set in that 
room and then bolts being fastened and finally 
the thud of the closing door at the rear. It was 
when she was alone that the memory returned 
to her, something she hadn’t thought about for 
years but was always there in one of those locked 
drawers of her mind. 

Tricia Doyle (née Fitzpatrick) had fallen out 
with the Catholic Church on the day of her 
first Holy Communion. Or rather, in the days 
following. She saw herself sitting at the end of 
the second row, next to the central aisle. The 
girls were in the right-hand pews, the boys on 
the other side. They wore white shirts, with 
a red sash across their chests and short grey 
trousers. She, like all the girls, was dressed 
in a bridal outfit, white lace dress and veil. 
She was kneeling, with hands together 
pointed upwards in prayer. She wondered 
whether the others really were praying or 
whether, like her, they were thinking about 
the party later. But there was something 
else on Tricia’s mind. The communion host, 
which they’d said would just dissolve, was 
stuck to the roof of her mouth. Try as she 
might to dislodge it with her tongue, it 
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wouldn’t budge and the more she tried, the dryer 
her mouth became. She bowed her head lower. 
She knew it was a sin to touch it but she poked a 
finger inside. Half of it came away. She swallowed 
hard and poked again. She had to scrape the rest 
of it off. Finally, it was gone. She wiped her finger 
on her dress and returned to her pretend prayer.

She remembered little else of the day. She 
imagined, more than recalled, the jelly and 
blancmange, or was it Angel Delight by then? 
She wondered if they had Arctic roll. She knew 
they had a group photograph and that her mum 
bought her a statue of St. Patricia. She still had 
it on her bedroom windowsill, her flowing gown 
chipped in a few places and missing her nose 
like some ancient Greek relic. Nothing happened 
until Monday lunchtime at school. She was called 
in from the playground. She remembered there 
were three teachers in the classroom. She didn’t 
remember which ones.

‘You know it’s a sin to touch the host,’ they said. 
It was a statement, not a question.
‘Yes, Miss.’
‘Did you touch it?’
‘No, Miss.’
‘Someone says they saw you touch it.’
‘I didn’t, Miss.’
‘They say you wiped it on your dress.’
‘No, Miss.’
‘You know it’s a sin to lie.’
‘I’m not lying, Miss.’
‘Sinners go to Hell,’ they said.
The questions went on. So did the denials. 

She was called in again but she didn’t change 
her story. She should have been called Peter, not 
Patricia. She doesn’t remember crying. She does 
remember her friend, Theresa, backing her up.

‘You didn’t touch it, did you, Trish?’ she said, 
when they were on their way home one afternoon. 
Everyone must have known about it. Everyone 
knew about it but her mum never mentioned it. 
She must have been aware. She was a dinner 
lady at the school but she never mentioned it. 
Tricia loved her mum for that.

When Mark leaves on Friday evening, she 
sends Luke a text.

– Want to live dangerously?
– Try me.
– Meet me at 6:30 tomorrow outside the 

Church of the Immaculate Conception.
She takes him into the same side-chapel. 

Exactly like the previous week, she’s left alone in 

the church. Alone with Luke. In her bag she has a 
half-bottle of vodka. She shares swigs with him. 
It seems strange she hasn’t yet kissed this man 
but she’ll soon have sex with him. The alcohol 
hits her brain immediately. She takes another gulp 
and puts the kissing part right.

‘Come with me,’ she says, when she pulls away.
She leads Luke through the gates and puts the 

bottle on the altar. She takes three large cushions 
from the chairs that stand against the wall and 
places them on the floor. They’re deep purple with 
gold-threaded braiding; plush velveteen. 

‘Take my clothes off,’ she says.
It’s a warm day and she’s worn as little as 

possible but she likes the way he undresses her 
and his confident touch.

‘Naked before the eyes of God,’ she says when 
he’s finished.

She might be the wrong side of forty-five but 
she’s still proud of her body.

‘Immaculate,’ he says and walks her back onto 
the cushions.

As he undresses, standing over her, she looks 
up at the huge crucifix hanging above him. He 
takes a condom from his pocket.

‘No,’ she says. ‘I want to leave some evidence.’
He looks unsure but doesn’t use it.
At some point, he slows to a stop and plays on 

her neck, breasts and nipples. She thinks of her 
husband and how the gap he’s left has been filled. 
She wonders what Keira is doing and thinks of 
Rozzie’s ‘vector’ and how life is like that, a force 
with direction that goes from point to point. 

Luke starts to move again.
‘Oh, God,’ Tricia breaths and, as his rhythm 

increases, she wonders who told her teachers and 
how they knew who she was.

‘Oh, God,’ she says, louder this time, and 
knows that Luke is not going to stop again. She 
feels him grip her tighter.

‘Oh, God.’ She remembers where her mother 
was sitting that day and what she would have 
seen from there; that she had a clear view. 

 ‘Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God!’ she cries, for 
betrayal, and retribution, and bliss.

How Will I Know You?
by Lynn White

How will I know you, 
the man behind the mask?
I can recognise your face, your voice,
the way you walk and stand with the mask in place.

And sometimes it may slip and reveal...
another layer, another mask, perhaps
masquerading as an unguarded comment
wearing stage clothes, even if naked.

Are you in there somewhere?
or will I just peel off layer after layer,
uncover mystery after mystery
and never find you?
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Christmas was almost here. I pulled back 
the curtains, allowing a damp grey light to fall 
into the room. It crawled in slowly, as if the light 
itself was not yet awake, oozing like a thick and 
curious fluid. It was a typical winter morning 
in Brighton but it looked promisingly bright 
in the distance, a thin thumb smear of blue 
behind the chimney stacks. Already, gulls were 
wheeling and calling as they sailed aimlessly 
across the sky. They knew it was Tuesday, knew 
that the bin men were coming and knew that 
they could rip open the black bags to save them 
the trouble of fishing. That’s if gulls do fish 
anymore. The Brighton gulls eat chips - and not 
a lot else as far as I can tell. One of these days, 
maybe they’ll learn to buy their own, but until 
then they beg and fuss and stamp and squawk, 
snatching what they can from tourists and from 
the hands of distracted children.

I dragged the edge of my hand across the 
window’s condensation to peer out at the sea. 
Not much was happening there; a cold grey 
tablecloth of undulating water was growling 
and hissing as it dragged itself backwards and 
forwards across the pebbles. I wiped my hand on 
the curtain and went to make a first cup of tea.

As I dressed in the cold air, the distant 
strip of blue light took a stronger hold on the 
sky. Inching slowly overhead, it filled me with 
a welcome optimism. The day was going to 
be fresh and bright, and although shopping 
may not be my favourite pastime on a sunny 
day, or any other day for that matter, I geared 
myself up to the idea of a swift Christmas 
shop; get it all out of the way and grab a 
coffee, then sit down and flick through a 

newspaper. I could handle it, I thought. This 
might be a good day to take out my smile.

I walked across the silent room to the box. 
It was waiting on the table. Carefully lifting 
up the lid, I saw my smile lying there asleep. 
I woke her gently because she had grown 
increasingly afraid of being out of the box 
lately. Of being seen in public. 

‘It’s a beautiful day,’ I said softly while she 
slowly began to rouse herself. ‘Let’s go out.’ I held 
my arms wide and waited for her to join me. 

‘Why do you always want to take me with 
you?’ she asked, sounding tired and annoyed 
at being woken. ‘We always come back alone 
and I never get to play with any other smiles 
out there. I’d much rather just stay here.’ 

I promised her things would be different on 
a day like this; the sun was out in mid-winter, 
we’d be bound to find some other smiles to 
play with and we’d maybe even bring one or 
two home with us. I wasn’t sure she believed 
me but she allowed me to lift her from the box.

As we left home, she seemed content to 
beside me but I had to keep hold her tiny hand 
to keep her close. 

At the bus stop, she fidgeted nervously. 
Three people stood there queuing in the bright 
winter air. They seemed frozen, with tiny 
watery beads of ice sprinkled over their coats 
like sugar. They breathed long white clouds 
as they shifted from one foot to the other in 
a slow rhythm. They quite ignored my smile 
although she played happily around them at 
the bus stop, trying to make fun of the cold. 

Fortunately, the bus arrived quickly and we 
all shuffled on board. I presented my smile to 
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the driver and one or two of the passengers, 
but all she received were lazy looks of 
indifference or sharp suspicion. Most people 
just looked away and fixed their gaze outside 
where the bright winter sunlight glared up 
from the pavements and shone dazzling from 
the shop windows. With my hands resting on 
her shoulders for reassurance, we walked along 
to the back seats to avoid causing any trouble 
and sat there quietly as we were all gently 
bounced towards town.

By the time we arrived in Brighton, the bus 
was packed and I could see that my smile was 
getting squashed in a corner so I pulled her 
along the bus and we got off a few stops early. 
We waded along the long length of Western 
Road towards Churchill Square, trying to dodge 
the masses of people who’d chosen to avoid the 
inevitable Christmas rush by coming into town 
early and had, as a result, arrived at precisely 
the same time. I forged ahead as my smile tried 
to keep up. She was getting left behind so I 
kept hold of her hand, but became aware of 
how out of place she must have been feeling.

She was right. Although we wandered down 
to the more pleasant and picturesque Lanes, 
and through the colourful and bohemian 
quarters of Brighton, she did indeed seem to be 
the only smile out on the streets. Maybe things 
would be better in the spring, I suggested to 
my smile, but she was growing tired. Still, she 
tried to do her best.

Things have changed. I’ve always enjoyed 
taking my smile with me wherever I’ve been. 
It was always such a simple thing. The 
normal thing to do. Not too long ago - just 
a few years - I’d often take my smile out for 
a walk through Brighton and present her to 
people who would quickly show theirs to me. 
Even if they were shy, or had to dig deep in 
their pockets, they usually had one on them 
somewhere. Nowadays, I sometimes feel as 
though I’m the only person who takes their 
smile out of the house. I wonder if I’m being 
foolish. Perhaps the streets are not the proper 
place to take out a smile.

As our day progressed, my smile gradually 
became more tired; I could see she was 
growing colder and slowly more miserable. 
She begged me to take her home before she 

collapsed. So eventually I took her hand and 
led her away - away from the crowds, away 
from the people. Soon we sat together on the 
bus again but she was very quiet, miles away. 
I didn’t disturb her. I just watched her reflection 
in the bus window She seemed so frail and 
small, hanging onto the dirty glass. She looked 
so far away.

That night, I lay awake for a long time. I 
kept the curtains wide and watched the moon, 
thinking. I thought of my smile and knew 
she was sleeping. I wondered what she was 
dreaming of and how content she must feel in 
the safety, in the darkness of her box.

The morning came and woke me with the 
sound of rain. It drummed softly against the 
window. In the distance the sea was breathing 
deeply, grey and heavy. I got up and dressed 
quietly in the dim light, in the sound of the 
falling rain. 

When I was ready I went over to the box 
and lifted the lid. There she was, sound asleep. 
My smile. I watched her for a while. She seemed 
so peaceful, so safe in the box. So happy. For a 
moment I waited to see if she would wake, ask 
to come along or ask to be with me. She said 
nothing; did not even wake from her sleep. I 
could not blame her. The rain was blowing hard 
now, up against the window. The frozen people 
would be gathering at the bus stop, huddling 
for shelter in the doorways. I quietly replaced the 
lid and left her in the safety, in the silence of her 
box. Briefly I thought about other boxes, in other 
rooms, in other cities, perhaps all around the 
world. Millions of other secret boxes with gently 
lowered lids, keeping smiles safely hidden in the 
dark. Time rushed me. Rushes us all. I hauled 
on my overcoat, fastened it tight, stopped briefly 
on the doorstep to push open my umbrella, and 
stepped out into the falling rain.
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Today, I walked down the aisle 
toward the man of my dreams.

Sunlight danced through the 
twinkling window panes of the 
sanctuary, nearly extinguished 
by the horizon, and warmed 
the tops of my bare shoulders. 
My hair was pinned up how I’d 
always wanted it, a few loose 
strands barely grazing the back 
of my neck. Dozens of wedding 
guests stood in front of delicate 
wooden pews on either side of 
me as I strode down the aisle.  

I neared the center of the chapel 
and noticed my Aunt Barbara to 
my right. Her age-spotted hands 
were clasped in front of her face, 
concealing the proud smile that 
smoothed the wrinkles around 
her mouth. But I could see it in 
her eyes as the joy swelled in her 
eyes and spilled over in the form 
of tears. I smiled back softly. Uncle 

Delbert stood 
beside her with a 
strong hand on her 
shoulder and gave me 
a wink.

My gaze lowered to the streaks 
in the stained marble that 
branched across the floor before 
me in jittery swirls as if they, too, 
were anxious to reach the steps 
that awaited them at the end of 
the aisle. My pulse hammered 
behind my ears, flushing my 
cheeks.  

The distance between me and 
the altar was vanishing quickly; 
too quickly. I could hear nothing 
but the echo of my strides. It felt 
as if I’d been walking for miles 
when I finally gathered the 
traces of courage hidden within 
the adrenaline lining my veins. I 
looked up.

He was a monument, a pillar 

of invigorating vehemence that 
held everything around 

him together. My pace 
quickened with the 
rapid desperation of 
my heart.

He stood there 
as handsome as ever, 

if not more so with 
the way he’d combed every 

hair perfectly into place atop 
his usually tousled head and 
with the gleam of nervousness 
that shone in his deep green 
eyes – the tiniest hint of true and 
beautiful human weakness. He 
gave me a small, goofy wave and 
a smile that suddenly made every 
color, sound, and emotion inside 
the chapel saturate my senses.

The ceremony was the 
very construct of my dreams; 
everything I’d ever imagined.  

Until I watched his eyes lift 
over me and find their place 
directly behind me on my 
sister, her dress as white as my 
knuckles clenching the bouquet 
in my ringless hand.

Nellie didn’t think things could 
get much better.

Her youngest daughter, who 
she always worried about, had 
found herself a nice young 
man. He was a Manchester 
lad, brought up in Adwick and 
Gorton. He wasn’t bestowed with 
riches but he had a trade as an 
electrician and he could provide 
for her daughter. The baby had 
been a surprise but they’d done 
the decent thing by marrying at 
the local registry office.

Things were starting to look up 
for her eldest daughter, too. Nellie 
had noticed a distinct change in 
her over the last few weeks. Her 
clothes had started to become 
more adventurous. The sensible 
shoes had been replaced with 
knee length leather boots. The 
clothes she’d started to buy were 
much more glamourous and her 

newly dyed peroxide blonde hair 
really suited her. It was a complete 
transformation from a retiring, 
shy girl into a vivacious beauty.

It was a man that had 
triggered the change. There’d 
been boyfriends before, and 
some of them had been very nice 
young men, but this particular 
chap was really bringing out 
the best in her daughter. She 
would come home full of herself 
and talk about subjects that 
Nellie didn’t understand. She 
talked about philosophy and 
Russian authors that Nellie 
couldn’t pronounce, never mind 
remember. It took a while for her 
daughter to admit that there was 
a man, but Nellie was so pleased 
when she did.

When her daughter finally 
did start talking about her new 
boyfriend, she couldn’t stop. The 

information came out so fast 
and garbled that Nellie struggled 
to take it all in. He had a job as 
a stock clerk at the same firm 
as her daughter. It was a good 
firm with job security and that 
information was music to her 
mother’s ears.

“All this chatter and you still 
haven’t told me his 
name, child.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, 
mum,” she said. “It’s 
Ian.”

“Ian what, Myra?”

“Brady. Ian Brady.”

Mrs. Hindley sat 
back in her armchair 
and smiled. “What a 
lovely name.”

The Things We Can’t Foresee
by Jane Hunter

Something Borrowed
by Darienne Dickey

Georgie drags Barbra Jean 
down the stairs, pulls her into the 
corner and sets her on the stool 
her granddaddy carved from the 
oak that fell during a hailstorm. 
This child’s got an evil that calls 
for a stronger hand than she 
needs with her two boys. 

“Cutting your hair, Barbra 
Jean?”

The girl holds a stubborn stare 
that no amount of discipline can 
shake away.  

“You want a boy. Might as 
well look like one,” she says, 
happy that she cut off those 
frizzy strands her Mama twists 
tight into braids every morning. 
She doesn’t think things can get 
much better.

“Damn it, girl. You’re no boy,” 
Georgie says, unable to take her 

eyes off 
this creature who 

dropped from her own 
body but grows more alien 

every day. Her two sons 
run from the kitchen, stop 

dead and laugh their asses off 
after seeing their baby sister’s 
crew cut.

“Who’s the boy, Mama?” 
Johnny laughs and pokes Davey 
in the side with his elbow. “He’s 
kinda girlie.”

“Shut up,” Barbara Jean 
whispers, jumping to her feet 
and kicking Johnny in the nuts 
– his ‘weakest point’ she calls 
it. Her brother yelps and bends 
from the waist, using both hands 
to cover the front of his jeans. 

“You boys. Get outside. Now.”
Johnny limps to the front door, 

glaring at his baby sister. She 
tries tripping Davey as he passes, 
but he’s fast and hops over the 
leg she sticks out.

“Where’d you get the notion 
that I want another boy?” Mama 

says, crouched low to the ground 
so she can see eye-to-eye with 
her little girl. Barbra Jean’s hazel 
eyes sparkle in the sunlight 
coming through the parlor 
window, something Georgie 
never noticed below the thick 
bangs that once covered her 
daughter’s forehead.  

“Heard you tell Daddy. Going on 
and on about how boys are easy.”

Georgie recalls that 
conversation. Barbara Jean 
arrived home crying, tormented 
about her freckles and red curly 
hair by the smart mouth girls 
on the block. Little girls can be 
so cruel.

“Thought I’d make it easy for 
you,” Barbara Jean says, holding 
her palm against her throat to 
hold back the fire heating up 
inside there. The last thing she 
wants to do is cry like a girl.

“Don’t want easy,” Georgie 
says, pulling her daughter into 
her arms. “I want you.” 

She doesn’t think things can 
get much better.

Much
Better
by Anne Anthony

In her better moments, she 
didn’t think things could get 
much better. Mornings were 
spent snuggled in bed against 
her fiancé’s bare chest, a single 
cotton sheet atop their 
sun-kissed bodies, crisp 
and clean and smelling of 
eucalyptus and lavender. 
From the open bedroom 
doors, she listened to 
gamelan music syncopate 
the swelling song of frogs 
and cicadas, and the hum 
of the jungle was lush and 
buzzing with life.

There were days when 
a drive to yoga on a pink scooter 
was her greatest strain, and 
days when she’d come home to 
freshly squeezed ginger juice, 

sliced watermelon and an omelet 
made with love and spinach 
from the garden. Swaying, toes 
up, in the white cotton hammock 
draped between pillars in the 
living room, she could almost 
imagine her entire life here; a 

life where time seemed 
as thick as the raw 
avocado custard 
from the local vegan 
patisserie; a life 

where creativity 
seemed to wriggle its toes 
beneath every fern and 
frangipani.

In her moments of 
smallness, she cursed 

the birth of insects and 
bemoaned the existence of 
roosters. In her moments 
of anger, isolation, and 

despair, she fiddled with the 
black sapphire that had been his 
grandmother’s and threatened 
to book a one way ticket back 

“home,” a word which, in these 
moments more than any, 
perplexed her. Home was no 
longer the small New England 
town she’d paid excise taxes in for 
past eight years, a town where 
hippies, professors and artists 
populated the hills like sequins; 
was not her brown childhood 
house at the end of a cul-de-
sac, which had long since been 
remodeled, the front door now 
red, the porch unrecognizably 
long; was not her parents’ home 
in Portland, Maine, where 
ski medals and golf trophies 
punctuated the fireplace mantle. 

Home, which she returned to 
after a cold shower and an hour 
riding the tumultuous waves of 
her own emotion, was the calm 
after the storm, the rhythm of her 
heartbeat, and the familiar sound 
of her own precious breath. 

Expatriate
by Cait Scudder



He’s about to shut up, switch off the pumps 
and complete the final checks. The headlights 
of a Morris Mini catch his attention. Cloth in 
hand, he watches it slow and the indicator 
flash as it turns into his forecourt.

He thinks of sending the driver away saying 
he’s done for the night, but there isn’t another 
station for forty miles. He sees a headscarf and 
painted nails: a female driver. Rare to see a 
woman driving alone, and she is heading away 
from the city, towards the wall of beeches and 
oaks that darken as the sun sets.

She draws the scarf tighter to her mouth 
and chin. He leans in to hear her.

“A pound of fuel?” he repeats. 
She nods and he releases the nozzle. In the 

side mirror, he sees her open a compact case 
and scrutinise her reflection in the half-circle 
mirror. She isn’t able to hold it steady. Her gaze 
shifts and he looks away, knowing she caught 
him watching her.

She opens the door and steps out, stretching 
her legs and rotating her ankles. His gaze 
settles upon cream stilettos. He wonders about 
the practicalities of driving. She digs around 
in her handbag and withdraws a packet of 
Embassy.

“Best you don’t light up here.” He points to 
the edge of the forecourt. “It’s safer over there.”

She nods and the scarf slips, revealing 
bruising around her chin. She hurries to the 
other side of the forecourt, scrunching the 
material into place. She fumbles with her 
lighter, flicking and flicking, unable to generate 
a spark. 

He replaces the nozzle and screws the cap 
tight. He walks over and withdraws matches 
from his pocket. “Here,” he says.

She leans forward, painted pink lips parted 
around the cigarette; her cheeks draw in as 
the flame touches the end. The cigarette 
trembles.

“Know how bad that is for 
you? Government make too 
much money to tell us the truth, 

but it’s dripping out, the truth. Always does 
that, eventually.”

She almost laughs and flutters her hands. 
He thinks of sparrows and flight. 

She exhales a long smoke breath and 
examines the cigarette between her fingers. “Do 
you think this is scary?”

He shrugs. “Bad for you. Just passing on 
what I heard.”

She views him from the corner of her eye.
“Where you heading?”
She pauses as if considering what she 

should say, and then, with a vague sweep of 
her hand, says, “West.”

“You drive out from the city?”
A pause. She nods.
He indicates in the direction she intends to 

go. “That’s a tough route to take, especially at 
night. Roads are pitted and hills are steep.”

“I’ve travelled on worse lanes,” she says.
He hesitates. “You want to come inside and 

have something warm to eat before you set off?”
Her eyes widen and she takes a step back 

from him as if he’s trying to lure her into a 
trap. “Why?”

He shrugs. “Looks as if you need a break,” 
he says. “You travel too 
long on the road and 
tiredness will kill you faster 
than those cigarettes.”

“I haven’t any money to 
spare,” she says, shaking 
her head. “I don’t have any 
sort of payment.”

“Well, I don’t have 
much need for things 
out here, and I’m 
not looking for 
payment.” 
He suspects, 

beneath 
the scarf and 
nervous tics, 
she is pretty. He 
glances up and 

FUEL
by Shirley Golden
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She starts the engine and 
switches on the headlights. 
He watches the crimson tail 
lights shrink and fade into the 
shadows. He doesn’t take himself 
inside until after the lights have 
vanished at the base of the tree line. 
Opposite, the city glows, burgeoned 
with people separated by paper walls, existing 
in towering buildings, one against another; 
people who’ve forgotten how to act because, 
when a neighbour cries, they turn up the 
volume on the TV because it’s not their 
business. And the next morning they nod in 
passing and don’t ever look too close.

Maggie was lost in the sheets and blankets. 
She groped around on the bedside table and 
reached for her cigarettes. 

“I wish you wouldn’t. You know what the 
doctor said.”

She emptied one from the packet and 
offered them to him. He shook his head. 

“What difference does it make now, Hal?” 
She struck a match and lit the end.

“Don’t say that.”
She smiled but it never reached her eyes. 

“Ever the optimist, aren’t you?”
He reached over and took her free hand; it 

felt more bone than flesh.
“Do you think you’ll stay on, once I’m 

gone?” She stared out of the window. She 
said she liked to see it all lit up at night and, 
even though she wanted to see the sun in the 
morning, she sacrificed that for the city view. 
Privately, Hal thought it wasn’t so much the 
lights she wanted to see but the darkness she 
wished to avoid.

“Don’t talk like that. You’re not going 
anywhere. I won’t let you.”

She took a drag on the end of the cigarette 
and exhaled a plume of smoke across the 
sheets. She grasped his fingers. He almost 
pulled away.

“You can’t stop me, Hal. Better you help me 
on my way. Think of it as release. My release. 
And you should sell this place, take a drive 

somewhere new, get clear of all...” 
She waved a hand, encompassed 
the room and herself.
“We’ve been over this and 

over this.”
“The doctor wouldn’t look too closely. 

He knows how this is going. You wouldn’t 
get into trouble.”

“That’s not it.” He released her hand. 
She leaned across and extracted another 

cigarette, lighting a new one with the end of 
the old. Her gaze held his like a challenge.

He often stayed as she slept. He’d keep the 
pillow beside him and watch her thin intakes 
of air. He’d imagine flattening the pillow over 
her face, the hold and resistance, because no 
matter what she said, she’d fight. He imagined 
the pressure, her pain and fading strength. 
Afterwards, he imagined standing, stretching 
and searching for his keys; as if he was off for 
a regular drive. He’d leave the body, walk into 
the garage and fire up the engine. But he never 
drove away. He’d sit with his head resting 
against the steering wheel, gathering comfort 
from small vibrations.

He opens the garage and reverses the 
Mini inside.

It’s fully dark and the distant trees are lost 
against the night sky. He switches off the 
outside lights and waits, almost hoping to 
catch the tiniest glimpse of tail light weaving 
through the hills. The forecourt merges into 
the night and, beyond, the silhouettes of trees 
slowly darken to life.

down the road. The city is a haze of lights in 
one direction, too far off to discern where one 
building ends and another begins; in the other 
direction, nothing but the sun being swallowed 
by that wall of trees. “Be payment enough to 
see you safely on your way.”

“I am hungry,” she says, like a confession. 
She stamps on her cigarette as if sealing her 
fate. “Do you live round the back?”

“Yeah, last twenty years it’s been home.” He 
unlocks the side door and steps aside to let her 
enter. “Bought this place with my wife, planned 
to make some money, have kids, move on…”

The hall is musty and empty. “Plans rarely 
work out, huh?”

“My wife thought she was expecting, turned 
out the only thing she was carrying was 
cancer.” He doesn’t know why he tells her this. 
He rarely tells anyone anything. And especially 
not that. “It’s okay, was a long time ago.” He 
switches on a dim light in a small kitchen. “You 
like chicken? I’ve chicken and mash. Sit. You 
can take your coat off if you like.”

But she hugs it to her. 
“It’s getting colder,” he says. “They’re saying 

it’s going to be a hard winter.” He feels as if 
he’s talking to himself. It’s been a long time 
since he’s seen anyone as fragile or frightened 
and it’s been longer still since he talked to 
anyone over a meal. He switches on the radio, 
keeping the volume low. “How about you? 
Got family? A husband? Kids, perhaps?” He 
wants to ask if they know where she is but 
something stops him.

Everything tightens: her lips, her shoulders. 
The tendons in her hands curl her fingers. “Can 
I use your bathroom?”

“Back the way you came, second door on 
the left.”

He boils water, heats up oil and listens 
to the news. A man has been found dead 
in Halesowen, after an anonymous call this 
morning to…

The flush of the toilet triggers him to 
switch the radio off as if he’s listening in on a 
conversation he shouldn’t hear. He tips strips of 
chicken into the pan and watches the oil sizzle 
and spit around them.

When she returns, she’s no longer wearing 
her coat and scarf. One side of her jaw is 

swollen purple.
He strains the potatoes, adds butter and 

works the mix into a mash. Before they start 
to eat, he says, “Looks as if you took quite a 
knock.”

She stares at the food and touches her face 
with her fingertips, exploring the tender area. 
“I’m so clumsy,” she says and tries to smile in a 
quick, unconvincing way. “My dad said I’d end 
up in trouble of one kind or another.”

She pushes back her fringe and he sees an 
arrowhead scar above her eyebrow, and on her 
arm, barely concealed by her sleeve, is a faded 
yellow patch of skin. Around her neck are 
rubicund marks from fingers, perhaps; thick 
lines, not so old.

He places his fork on the table and leans 
forward. “Are you in some sort of trouble, 
running from something? Someone?”

She touches the streaks on her neck and 
a tear escapes, smudging the foundation that 
fails to hide the bruise. She shakes her head. 
“I’ve nowhere to run to. Never have done.”

He rests his chin on his hands. “So you 
stayed wherever you landed ‘cause your dad 
wouldn’t have taken you back? No place else 
to go…”

She stands up, knocking the chair over, 
eyes ping-ponging as if searching for the best 
escape route.

But neither move.
Gradually she declines into the chair. “I’m 

sorry,” she says. “I’m jumpy tonight. I think 
you’re right; I need a break.”

He leans back. “You do,” he says. “You do 
need a break, don’t you?” He doesn’t expect a 
reply and their silence extends until he says, 
“You know that old thing you’re driving won’t 
get you far.” He digs into his jacket pocket. 
“How about we exchange keys? I’ve a Roadster 
in the garage, barely clocked any miles. 
Good as new. She could do with a proper run 
somewhere.”

She stares at him. “Why would you do that?”
He shrugs and places the keys on the table. 
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Rusted plough at Guirdil, Isle of Rum
 by Robert Ford

Once it would’ve arrived here, painted and new,
either landed from a friendly sea by boat,
or else shouldered over those rocky tracks by ponies, 
and assembled from its pieces into a monster. 

It must’ve seemed like the work of both 
the Devil and the Lord in cahoots, the way it 
knifed through the spongy turves, turning green to black, 
burying centuries of broken backs in an afternoon.

Now it lies ridiculous, against the emptied house, 
below the cliffs chopped roughly into silent hillsides.
Only goats feed here now, chewing, box-eyed, 
on kelp stranded up and down the shoreline.

Artwork by Jade They, an illustrator/
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“I just want a year when nothing happens,” 
Karen said to me. “A whole year when all we 
do is eat and sleep, fix the house and see no 
one. No disasters, no funerals, no weddings, 
nothing whatsoever. Just the two of us.” 

To her list I might have added “no more 
false expectations,” but I kept it to myself.

What had we seen? When we first visited, 
the door was barred with three pieces of 
plywood, sloshed with graffiti. With the help 
of the agent, we prised open the boards and 
scraped ourselves inside. Using a torch, he 
flashed out the Victorian tiled floor with its 
blue lilies and green intertwining stems which 
lay in an inch deep in the dust and insects 
of twenty-years dereliction. In a moment of 
stupidity or nostalgia, we’d seen in the warped 
walls and bug-gnawed timbres a project.

“Do you remember when we first saw it?” 
Karen said later. “It had magic. We fell in love 
with it, didn’t we?”

“There was a spark,” I said, thinking of 
what people say when they talk about people 
falling in love. So far we’d achieved too little, 
a mere half-home, surrounded by a snarl of 
wet brambles and flanked by two yellow skips 
sunken with debris. Just a few days before, I’d 
been up to the loft and happened to put my 
hand against one of the beams. A fungus, like 
cotton wool, came off in strands on my fingers. 
When I aimed the torch, I saw a family of 
mushroom stalks and sheets of fungus. I 
applied some force and the wood crumbled 
like biscuit. The whole roof was rotten.

I decided not to tell Karen. If we could just 
get our belief back, that spark, I thought, we 
could tackle anything. The truth was, I put off 
telling her because I thought the news would 
destroy us. 

It was hard to say exactly how much the 
toil with the house had contributed to Karen’s 
loss of hope and how much of it was for other 
reasons. I could never understand her feelings. 
As a way of escaping, she had become 
scientific. She turned to books about physics 
and chemistry. She said she wanted to learn 
all the things she’d forgotten from school. She 
read every night in silence.

One day she came to me with a page from 
a newspaper. The picture showed a night sky, 
excessively milky with stars and comets. “I 
want to see this,” she said, spreading the page 
out flat on the kitchen table. “Can we see it? 
It would mean so much to me.”

“What is it?”
“It’s a meteor shower. We need to go 

somewhere dark. This town’s lit up like a 
Christmas tree.”

“Let’s go and see it then.”
“But where?” Her voice brayed as if the evil 

of light pollution confounded her utterly.
So we decided to go camping, out where 

the streetlamps were few and the nights 
remote. I did some research to let her know 
I was on her side. I found out where the best 
places to view the shower were judged to be, 
and I asked some friends if they knew of any 
places where we could camp.

Karen sat at the kitchen table, hunched 
over the camping list, whilst I made coffee 
and grilled some toast on the old, rocking 
cooker. The curtainless window of our kitchen 
faced a back alley that nobody ever used 
and above the wall I could see the feint misty 
glow of the moon. It was drizzling again and I 
wondered how many shooting stars we would 
see if the weather stayed like this. 
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patterns of a million far-off suns. Then the 
clouds gathered again. We stayed up until 
quarter-to-three waiting for the black mist to 
decongest and, even at that time, Karen’s eyes 
were still roaming the sky whilst the rest of 
the campsite slept. The air between the tents 
was cold, silent and dampening. Despite our 
hopes, we didn’t see a single shooting star. 

When we finally clambered into the tent, 
wriggling through the icy orifices of our 
sleeping bags, I said, “I enjoyed sitting with 
you tonight. We haven’t stayed up this late in 
ages.” Under the cloak of the pitch blackness, 
I found her mouth with my lips and kissed her 
goodnight. Karen didn’t say word.

Come morning, unzipping the tent flaps to 
the moist grass field, we found the campsite 
was already stirring. I’d slept remarkably well 
on the bumpy turf but Karen managed only 
three hours. I watched her eat her breakfast 
cereal, chewing aggressively and glancing 
with tired eyes across the field. I waited beside 
her in a mood close to remorse, finding a little 
salvation in watching her lips lighten with a 
ring of milk. 

The journey home was quiet and tense. I 
felt sad. The camping trip had been a failure. 
I felt my eyes slacken with misery. The vision 
that came to me was of the shabby existence 
I would return to if Karen kept pulling away 
from me - of too much drink, evenings 
without a bedtime and a sense that if I was 
going to repair myself I’d need another woman 
to help me - and what an ordeal that seemed.

Then, as we pulled into our road, I heard 
Karen make a fearful groaning sound as if 
someone had just woken her from a bad 
dream. 

“Oh no,” she said.
When I looked out, I saw our shabby old 

house ahead of us. It was the same house 
but it looked different in some way. It seemed 
sunken in, sagging in some way. Then I saw 
it. There was no roof. Or what was left of the 
roof had no middle to it. A great grimy hole 
had broken the sagging spine and mosaic of 
slipped tiles, sucking the whole building in on 
itself.

We drew up and parked. Karen groaned 
again, like a sick cat.

I knew what had happened. The damned 
roof had finally rotted away. Thank God we 
weren’t inside.

“What’s wrong with our house?” Karen said 
to me. She was in a trance, totally baffled. We 
got out the car and she clutched my arm. We 
walked up closer, our heads pitched back and 
looking up. I began to wish I hadn’t stayed 
quiet about the roof. I just didn’t expect this.

“Something’s gone through it,” she 
announced. I knew she was wrong. She looked 
at me, her eyes wide with questions. Why 
had our roof collapsed? How do you explain 
something like that?

“I don’t know what’s happened,” I said lying.
“Something’s gone through it,” she said 

again. 
“No.”
“A meteorite?” She looked at me, still 

holding onto my arm. Her eyes were like two 
flickering lanterns, her gaze twitching past 
me. The roof had crushed inwards in the 
manner of a ruined thing, like an old pier at 
the seaside or a forgotten cinema.

“We have to go inside,” Karen said. 
“Something has gone through the roof.” Her 
voice was alive. She wanted to believe in 
something extraordinary. “It’s a meteorite, I 
know it.” 

Then I remembered the present I’d bought. 
It was still inside my coat pocket, wrapped 
in pink tissue. If I could just get it inside the 
house without her seeing, maybe there was a 
chance.

“Could be dangerous,” I said. “I better go 
in first.”

“Be careful,” she said. There was a touch of 
elation in her voice. She let go of my arm and 
gently pushed me towards the house. I turned 
around and saw her face teetering on a smile.

I reached into my pocket. Yes, maybe there 
was a chance.

Karen said, “It’s cold tonight. Can you feel 
a draft?”

“I’ll leave the cooker on for a bit. That’ll 
warm the room.”

Then, looking up at me, she said 
desperately, “I can’t stand this house any 
longer!”

I had no answer. I couldn’t stand it either. 
I just knew we had to keep going with it. We 
had no money and no other choices.

“I pictured us living here,” she said. “I saw us 
happy. Not like this. It’s like we’ve been cursed.”

“We’re not cursed. We just need to find 
that spark again.”

I fished about under the grill to turn the 
toast over. Then I thought about our rotten 
roof. I didn’t know what to do about it. I 
should have told Karen but she would have 
said the house was unsound and insanitary, 
and that would be the very end of it.

“Tell me about the meteors,” I said to 
change the subject.

Karen sat up. “You want to know? Ok. 
Well, once a year the Earth passes through 
the tail of a comet called Swift-Tuttle. This 
comet has left a whole trail of debris, like a 
cloud of rubble. Earth crosses this cloud and 
bits of debris enter the atmosphere and burn 
up. That’s the Perseid meteor shower.”

I nodded my approval. “I’ll get some 
binoculars. We’ve got to make sure we get the 
very best view.”

Karen seemed delighted with my 
enthusiasm. I looked up again out of the 
curtainless window and could hear the sound 
of rain hammering down like the shuffling 
movements of a tired washing machine. I 
began to fear for our chances of seeing the 
meteor shower; I said nothing, however, and 
brought the toast and coffee to the table.

 
The day before we were due to go 

camping, I went looking for a present as an 
insurance against the weather, in case the 
weekend needed saving. I ended up in a 
gemstone shop. Inside, the man behind the 
counter stood with his arms crossed, watching 
my every move and thereby marking me 
out as a petty thief; not that the gems were 

valuable at all; little smooth pebbles of 
malachite, moonstone and dozens of other 
crystal elements that came at a price of fifty 
pence each. Still, I could see the potential for 
pilfering so I did him a favour and stayed well 
in view. 

On the rack beside the counter was a tray 
labelled Meteorites: Genuine Extra-Terrestrial 
Visitors. I picked up the largest misshapen 
rock, which was about the size and shape 
of a tangerine. Given its dimensions, it was 
extraordinarily heavy - so leaden and dense 
it felt like I was picking it up against the pull 
of a magnet. The shopkeeper smiled as I 
snapped it out of its invisible anchor.

“Heavy ain’t it?” he said in what I judged to 
be a South African accent. “It’s made of iron.”

I smiled generously, then asked how much 
for the portly lump.

“Thirty pounds,” he said forcibly, pointing to 
a sign above his head, which read No Haggling.

“How do I know it’s a real meteorite?”
“I only sell the genuine article,” he replied 

glumly.
“I’ll take it,” I said, handing it back to the 

man so he could wrap it in a several squares 
of pink tissue paper.

Deep Forest Park was the most northern 
campsite in the national park before the 
terrain became either too dense with pine 
trees or too rugged with sharply rising peaks 
to make pitching a tent possible.

We unloaded our stuff. Apart from a 
rucksack of clothes, we had only a couple 
of shabby beach chairs and a torch with 
low batteries. When the tent was up, we 
drank coffee and waited for the evening to 
darken. Every few minutes we analysed the 
cloud cover. At midnight, the temperature 
fell sharply and, for the first time, I sensed 
what a remote place we had come to. We 
covered ourselves in rugs and positioned 
cushions beneath our heads to save our 
necks from gazing-ache. For thirty minutes 
we enjoyed a separation of the clouds and, 
with the trembling stars above us, there was 
little else to do but stay quiet and attempt to 
accustom ourselves to the brilliantly lambent 



FOLLOW THE
EMERALD
GREEN
DOOR

I stood there contemplating the two doors. 
Orange had always had both a calming yet 
invigorating effect on me. But green was 
the color of the engagement ring; the most 
stunning and perfectly cut emerald I had ever 
seen. He’d been apologetic when he’d proposed. 

“I promise to replace it with a diamond 
someday,” he’d said while down on one knee. 
We were both fresh out of medical school, 
high on love and debt. But I hadn’t needed 
a diamond. I hadn’t need it then, and I didn’t 
need it as I stood in front of the two doors. I’d 
only ever needed him, I thought, my chest tight 
and my eyes welling with tears.

We were supposed to be doing this together, 
I thought to myself, heart filled both with grief 
and hope for the cause that we’d dreamed up 
together. I took a deep breath and walked to 
the green door. I opened it and looked onto a 
large room with a row of four-pane windows 
lining one wall. Two of the windows were 
shattered and all were smudged with dirt. 
The tile floor was covered with a blanket of 
sand, a vestige of the most recent sandstorm. 
A maroon sofa stood to the left. Other than 
the layer of sand it carried, it appeared to be 
in decent shape underneath. This could work 
for the waiting area. Do they have furniture 
cleaning and restoration here? Along the back 
wall, there were twelve twin beds, each housed 
on a wire frame. These looked brand new. 
I’ll need curtains to separate them. 

I looked up at the ceiling. The lighting 
needs to be improved. I’ll need to go into 
town to hire construction workers. A feeling 
of dread came over me. These matters are 
known on this side of the world to take much 
longer than back home. I’d be dealing with an 
entirely different variety of bureaucratic red 
tape here: workers accustomed to a different 
pace of life and those that could be motivated 
only by a bribe. We knew all this coming in. 
But I thought he’d be by my side. He would’ve 
known exactly how to handle those issues.

My thoughts were interrupted by a shuffle of 
footsteps behind me. I turned around and saw a 
middle-aged woman in a traditional local garb 
- a bright gown of orange, red, and brown.

“Hello,” she said shyly, lowering her gaze. 
It was a mark of respect. “You are Dr. Kolassa?”

“Yes,” I said. “And you must be Uzoma.”
The woman nodded.
“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” I said.
“Same,” she said in a thick accent. “We are 

very excited that you open free clinic for our 
village.” 

“Yes, we’re excited, too,” I said out of habit, 
instantly realizing my slip of the tongue. His 
face was vivid in my mind and in my heart, 
as was the plan we’d talked about ever since 
our residency. I said a silent prayer for my 
husband’s soul, smiled, then repeated more 
confidently this time, “We’re excited, too.”
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Nocturnes
by Simon Middleton

His pupils glaze in bloodshot whites.
Kisses chewing together, blunt and open-mouthed,
catching slipshod grasps of her foxglove lips.

He breathes like an exhaust. 
Lager-tang fumes dry the thin air beneath rocking bulk,
washing-machine gut, churning with six pints.

Their carnal symmetry wallows 
in a mire of clumsy love-making,
pooling a communal imprint in the mattress.

But the scent of sweat and aftershave musk 
will linger far longer:

after morning treads light across strangers,
the awkward words before he leaves,

when cleansed sheets are draped-dry;
noticing a lack of monthly bleed.

This is shame, she said then,
and now, with each year – every pang she fears – 
that nearing question seared on her daughter’s lips.
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