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A note from the editors
‘A temporary distraction from reality or routine’
– Oxford English Dictionary

This is one definition of ‘escape’, but also quite 
succinctly sums up our reason for starting Firewords 
in the first place. We wanted to bring prose and 
poetry alive with artwork and allow people to escape 
into the worlds our writers create. Escape is such a 
versatile word. It can also mean breaking free from 
confinement or even avoiding something more 
sinister. Whatever it means to you, we set ‘escape’ 
as this issue’s theme and it certainly seems to have 
inspired our submitters – we considered over 900 
pieces! Though it feels like we say this every issue, 
that’s our biggest call for submissions by far.

We ran an exciting competition at the end of last year 
and we’re thrilled to finally publish the two winners. 
You’ll find the stories and the illustration that inspired 
them on page 24. They are very different tales and 
contrast nicely with each other, which is fascinating 
when you consider that they came from the same 
source of inspiration. Still, we love them both equally.

As well as our weekly articles, since the last issue we 
also launched the Firewords podcast. This has been 
extremely well received and proves that people 
engage with different mediums. Our articles and 
podcasts are on the topics of writing and publishing. 
Please email or Tweet us any questions or suggestions 
for either form of content – we want it to be an 
interactive process that allows you to get the most 
out of it. Search for Firewords in any podcast app or 
visit firewords.co.uk/podcast to find the show.

As well as continuing to write articles, record 
podcasts and work on Issue 9, this summer we’ll also 
be bringing some new Firewords ideas to fruition. Oh, 
and we’ll also be taking a bit of time off in August to 
attend a certain wedding… our own!

Dan & Jen, Editors

Had anyone spotted her while she was 
hauling the body, they would’ve witnessed 
nothing but a girl pulling a picnic cooler with 
a rusted wagon. Colette Lalonde stopped 
only twice: the first time to wipe the sweat 
from her palms on the hips of her cut-off 
shorts, the second, to alleviate the burn from 
the inner folds of her knuckles where blisters 
had started to form. Turned out, 
hoisting an adult cadaver three 
miles with a five-foot-three, 
one-hundred-and-ten-
pound frame could do 
that to a girl.

By the time she’d 
escaped to the Logherty 
property with its acres 
of buckwheat, she was 
clenching her jaw so 
tightly that her temples 
hurt. Ignoring the finches 
that fluttered skyward at her 
intrusion, she rolled through a strip of 
uncut bluegrass that edged the fields. At the 
far side of the strip stood her destination: a 
weeping willow petrified into rock.

Scientists said it happened centuries 
ago, when a volcano filled the skies with 

fire. The willow was a geological anomaly. 
Everything else melted, they said. Years later, 
tectonic shifts drained and buried the bluff 
and formed hiker hills. Of course, townsfolk 
whispered a different story. 

The old willow was more than stone. 
It was a living, breathing thing–a ghost with 
a grievance so harrowing that it needed a 

monument to mourn. Legend had it 
that if you went there during the 

equinox, when breaths of light 
and dark tinted the air violet, 
you could hear the volcanic 
rock moan. And if you 
stuck around long enough–
if the cry of its lament 
alone didn’t rupture your 
heart and set fire to your 

muscles–then you’d behold 
a bead of bloody sap seep 

from a cleft in its trunk.  
According to seventeen-year-old 

Colette, this was absolute bullshit. But 
bullshit could have an upside. Case in point, 
that willow and the fields in which it stood 
were certain to be devoid of trespassers 
no matter the season. Sugar-buzzed kids, 
bored teenagers and bloated drunkards 

THE WASP 
AND THE 
WILLOW

by Carolyne Topdjian
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had better places to loiter than a fossilized 
tree rumored to harbor hoodoo–so much 
so that generations of Logherty landowners 
had never bothered to put up a fence along 
the willow’s boundary. It was only logical 
that Colette Lalonde would bury the body 
there. In hindsight, it was simply bad luck 
that, on the first and last occasion when she 
would need to rid herself of a corpse, the 
date would fall on the twentieth of March. 
A Sunday. One full moon after the holy, juju-
be-gone Sabbath. Not that Letty believed in 
that kind of stuff. 

She had always been the most prudent 
of her sisters. The third child of Veronique 
and Benoit Lalonde’s line of five daughters, 
she was used to cleaning up the messes of 
others. Like the time her youngest sibling, 
Adele, thought it a good idea to unleash 
their family dog so that he could chase a 
porcupine. It was Letty who’d spent the entire 
afternoon pulling out quills from Oscar’s 
snout with a pair of electrical pliers. Or when 
the eldest Lalonde girl, Noël, was caught 
stealing a pack of condoms at the local 
pharmacy, it was Letty who’d convinced the 
manager not to press charges. As far as Letty 
was concerned, that afternoon on March 
twentieth–which she would henceforth think 
of as the willow incident–was no different.

Letty leaned over with her hands at 
her waist and took a moment to catch her 
breath. Freshly hatched flies were circling her 
ankles. She remembered reading somewhere 
that wasps were carnivores and thought it 
only a matter of time before they, too, caught 
scent of the carrion and joined them. There 
was no time for rest. 

She withdrew her mother’s gardening 
gloves from her back pocket, picked up the 
spade she’d wedged between the cooler and 
the lip of the wagon, and came face-to-face 
with the willow.

Thus far–with one eye on the tracks she 

was trampling through reeds and the other 
on the wagon’s corroded bolts that were 
starting to bobble–she’d scarcely considered 
the tree. For Letty, it was an object, an 
unremarkable hunk of stone glorified into 
superstition and used by adults to scare 
children into eating greens. Swallow that 
broccoli or you’ll go straight to the bleeding 
willow. Even from a distance, it wasn’t hard 
to imagine why it inspired a tale of haunting. 

Her cursory glances had registered a 
gnarled, looming form unearthed from the 
ground like a wrist with misshapen fingers. 
Still, nothing could have prepared Letty for 
the dual beauty and violence of that bark 
up-close. It was a skin of veins and lesions 
gilded in graphite. Bubbles, cracks, and boils 
produced a lacework of organic animation. 
Deep crevices scored the crust with lines that 
twisted into knots and tumors. A sublime 
nightmare. 

Her jaw dropping, Letty raised a trembling 
hand to caress the tree. It was warm and soft. 
She trailed a ridge upward with her index 
finger, gazing higher and higher, sensing the 
tree’s age and its sadness. No. That last part 
was her imagination. Rocks don’t feel, Letty 
assured herself. She blinked. 

A crown of mangled braids too heavy for 
its head, the willow bowed down, as if to 
greet and encircle her inside of its limbs. 

Hello, Letty whispered, momentarily 
forgetting the human carcass festering at her 
side; momentarily forgetting that she didn’t 
believe in magic, that all rocks were lifeless 
minerals without hearing. She may have 
stood there entranced all afternoon had a 
sudden sting to her calf not interrupted her 
reverie. 

She flinched back with a hiss and 
inspected her leg. Wasp, she concluded, 
rubbing the fiery spot at the same time as 
a whiff of decay skirted past her nose. She 
shooed away a pair of circling flies. It had 
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been a mere hour since the murder. Long 
enough for the rot to begin to set and leak 
from the cooler. She lifted her face into the 
breeze. That’s what you get for dawdling, 
’Lette, she inwardly chided before resuming 
her dirty deed. 

She took three giant steps away from 
the willow’s stump and, using her heel, bore 
down her weight onto the spade. When she 
broke into the turf and extracted the first load 
of silt, a cloud of burnt amber, cinnamon, 
and musk lifted around her–something 
that would’ve given pause to any normal 
individual. But Letty was hardly normal, at 
least, not during the act of covering up a 
homicide. 

As her shovel broke through buds of 
dandelion, devil’s snare, and catmint, Letty 
sang, finding a rhythm in time with the digs 
of her heel and puffs of her breath:

Oh, dirty deeds, 
my dirty-deeds, 
I hear your needs,
Come crack these weeds!
Letty couldn’t have possibly foreseen that 

by attempting to bury one secret, she’d be 
disturbing the bed of another. 

First we slice ‘em
Then we dice ‘em
Last of all, we need to ice ‘em
Oh, my dirty–
Her shovel struck something solid. She 

drew back and rubbed a tingle that pooled 
at her elbow. Despite the unlikelihood of 
success and all signs of an impenetrable 
object under the earth’s crust, Letty refused 
to relent. Her tenacity was her pride, though 
her sisters would have called it denial and 
pigheadedness. She inhaled a lungful of that 
spiced air, lifted the steel tip of her shovel, 
and, gritting her molars, threw down the 
entirety of her weight.

The ground swayed. Or Letty did. She 
couldn’t quite decipher where her sneakers 
ended and the soil began. An invisible hand 
was gripping her by the jaw, rotating her 
head to view the willow. A seizure. 

Her vision blurred and the willow’s limbs 
oscillated, contracting and expanding above 
her like thrusts of a giant jellyfish. For the 
first time in a long while, Letty considered 
leaving a task incomplete, a duty abandoned. 
She could run and later return for the body, 
when her head was clearer, her muscles 
rested. Better yet, maybe coyotes would rob 
the cooler during her absence. Gulls. Rats. 
Wasps. They’d ingest the evidence and then 
she’d only have the bones to toss. 

There are two-hundred and six bones in 
the human body and four- to five-thousand 
yellow jackets in a colony, Letty recited. She 
liked biology. She should go. 

But even as she rationalized her decision–
resolving that it was the sole option for a girl 
in her position–an invisible force was locking 
her in place, keeping her legs planted and 
eyes open. Stay. Witness. 

Sound pricked the soles of her feet. 
Seconds later, it climbed her bones, wrapped 
her vertebrae, and flooded gaps in her mind. 
Letty dropped the spade. 

The drone reverberated and plucked 
sonorous chords. Letty screamed, causing 
a neighboring flock of crows to take flight. 
Surely, she was suffering from a murder’s 
malady or a rare form of epileptic exhaustion 
or anaphylactic shock or airborne opiates. 
One or some or all of the above. She was 
going insane. 

And from the rock it came: a pressure so 
dreadful that it caused a snap beneath Letty’s 
breastbone. Splinters pierced her ribcage. She 
clutched her chest, stumbled and fell to her 
knees at the base of the willow. Her forehead 
sank onto a raised root, scraping the skin 
there. She made out words. 

Oh, Letty-Letty, what have you done? it 
grieved.

A sting delivered to the apex of her neck 
made her throw back her head. 

Look at me. (wasp.) (killerkillerkiller) We 
understand each other, you and I. 

A hairline fissure on the trunk darkened. 
Letty widened her eyes until her lids fully 
retracted into their sockets. No-no-no. Rocks 
don’t bleed. Ghosts don’t exist.

Why are you here, little killer? 
“Dirty deeds!! My dirty deeds!!” 
What do you come to bury?
“I hear your—”
Why don’t you take a look inside the box?
“La-la-la!” Letty shook her head 

fanatically. No-no-no—rocks do not—Oh, 
dirty deeds—my dirty—

There was a gust of wind and red, red sap 
flicked onto Letty’s lap. She gagged as her 
lungs filled with the reek of rotting flesh. 

What do you offer these old, thirsty roots?
Letty’s retching transformed into laughter: 

a full-bellied, manic wail of someone who’d 
lost all grip on reality. She slapped at the 
rock’s twisted column, tears welling up, 
teeth bared, begging that tree to stop its 
taunt. Her stomach hurt from uncontrollable 
spasms. She scooted sideways, going 
down hard, bruising her shoulder. From 
that vantage point, the willow’s protruding 
stalks reminded her of toenails, chalky and 
mangled. She broke into a renewed fit. 

Letty rolled left and right. She ignored the 
taste of bile on her tongue and the ancient 
roots that ground into the softest parts of 
her flesh. Eventually, Letty slammed face-
first into the wheel of the wagon. This had a 
sobering, if not painful, effect and abruptly 
cut off her outburst.

With stars in her vision, Letty heaved and 
propped her spine against the willow. The 
backs of her arms met with something sticky 
and bits of gravel dug into her skin. She 

sniffed, turning away from the stink of the 
cooler. The stench was impossible to escape. 
Her nose was bleeding, coating the back of 
her throat with iron. She ignored the trickle 
and listened to the crickets sing. Blades of 
grass nodded their heads as if sharing her 
appreciation of the insects’ chime. 

(kreee-kree. kreee-kree.) 
Suddenly, Letty remembered why she 

was here. With the discipline of a hundred 
soldiers, she pushed upright. Her fists on her 
hips, she stared down at the cooler, sniffed, 
and wiped her nose with the back of her 
hand. Cherry and rust streaked her wrist. 
Letty lifted the lid. 

Pshh. A dead body is a dead body, she 
thought, and a rock is just a rock. Gazing 
within the empty box, she put one foot 
inside, then the other. 

It would be a while yet before the coyotes 
would come, but the wasps had already 
discovered her. Letty squeezed inside, folding 
one joint atop the other. Pricks of venom 
burned her pores and she did her best to cool 
them with licks of her tongue. This angle or 
that, she popped one shoulder followed by 
the other, adjusting pieces of herself until 
she was molded inside the cooler, a twist of 
bones and flesh. She dropped the lid and met 
the shadows. The darkness would take her, 
one sting at a time.

Carolyne Topdjian is an 
Armenian-Canadian writer, essayist, 
and novelist who loves fantasy, noir 

myth, and surrealism. She teaches at 
Humber College, Toronto.

Artwork by Wenting Li, an 
illustrator & occasional ceramist. You 

can find her drawing (and reading) 
in the suburbs outside Toronto.
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Monkey Mind
by Jacqueline Jules

Imagine a monkey 
with his hand in a hole, 

gripping a mango 
he refuses to release.

Monkey is stuck, 
caged by a clenched fist.

His captors laugh.

How could anyone 
be so stupid?

To clutch a fruit  
or a fear 
so tightly 
it steals 

your freedom.

Jacqueline Jules lives near 
Washington, D.C. She is the 

author of three poetry chapbooks 
and 40 books for children.

Photo by Martin Jernberg, a 
photographer from Lancaster, 

MA, USA. A selection of his 
images are available on Unsplash.
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Homeless in Hawai’i Homeless in Hawai’i Homeless in Hawai’i Homeless in Hawai’iHomeless in Hawai’i
by Sarah David

I find a spot on the beach past the other bums and collapse 
into dust-colored sand that fades into rocky coral beneath 
the waves. Moonglow haunts the water. The air smells of salt, 
mango and zinc oxide. 

A Midwesterner, I don’t know the fear of water at night. 
I don’t know jellyfish, sharks, rip-tide; I don’t know hurricanes, 
earthquakes, tsunamis. What I do know are blizzards–cold 
that leaks in under doors and whistles through cracks you 
never knew existed until you feel winter’s rage. Ice that slicks 
until tires grasp at only the memory of road. Snowdrifts 
clawing their way over the car’s hood as headlights weave 
like lighters during a slow song. 

Only now they wave cell phones.

Only now my body settles into sand warmed by the sun and 
caressed by the tide. Your home warms my body the way you 
used to before heaving snowdrifts and weaving headlights 
took you away. 

I knew I’d find you here somehow. 

Down here, the day’s heat penetrates the sand layers deep. 
Down here, the moon stares so long and hard that I want 
to slap it.

Sarah David is a teacher, writer, and coffee 
addict. When not writing flash, she works on 
her Northwoods Barista Mystery series.

Artwork by Nina Jorg, a visual 
artist. She graduated with an MA 
from the Royal College of Art and 
is currently based in Berlin.
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The meteorites had punched five perfectly 
round holes through the treble wall of the 
auxiliary pod, our home for the last three 
weeks. Macintyre had died more or less 
instantly. 

The holes were each about the size of an 
orange. I had already sealed up three but, 
as I worked on the fourth, the first two blew out.

“This is hopeless!” I called to the computer. 
“How far away are they?”
“Your team mates will take another seventeen 
minutes to reach you,” said the computer.
“How much air have we got left?” I called.
“I can maintain reduced internal pressure for 
another four minutes,” said the computer. 
“Let me into the airlock,” I said, walking over 
to the hatch. “I can suit up.”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. I cannot let you into the airlock.”
“Let me into the airlock right now!” I shouted. 
“You’re not fucking HAL. This isn’t fucking 
2001.”
“No,” said the computer. “It is 2047. Please do 
not shout. You will use up more air.”

I took a deep breath, which I immediately 
regretted.

“Why can’t you let me in to the airlock?” I said.
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. I have already used up all the 
cylinders for the suits. If you get into a suit, 
I will not be able to pressurise it.” 

I thought quickly.

“But there’s the emergency oxygen in the 
airlock,” I said. “If I can just get to the buggy, I 
can make it back to the habitat.”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. I cannot let you use the 
emergency oxygen.”
“Why not, for fuck’s sake?” I shouted.

“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. The respiratory mask is not 
certified for use with a beard.”
“That’s ridiculous!” I shouted. “I’ll hold it tight 
over my face. The buggy’s only a few meters 
away.”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. In a vacuum, you will not be able 
to maintain an adequate seal against a beard.”
“For Christ’s sake!” I shouted. “Where are the 
fucking clippers?”

I rummaged in the drawer, found the clippers 
and plugged them into the power outlet. I set 
the clippers for a buzz cut and switched them 
on. Nothing happened. I checked the outlet. 
The power indicator was off.

“Turn on the power!” I shouted to the computer. 
“Now!”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe. I cannot let you use the clippers.” 
“Don’t be fucking ridiculous!” I shouted. “Of 
course it’s safe. Turn on the fucking power!”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“It is not safe for one person to shave 
themselves. Please do not shout.”

I struggled to control my rising panic.

“That rule’s for blades,” I said. “Not electric 
devices.”
“The regulations do not distinguish between 
different sorts of devices,” said the computer. 
“They are quite clear. You may shave someone 
else but you may not shave yourself.”
“But I’m not shaving!” I shouted. “I’m just 
trimming hair!”
“The regulations are clear,” said the computer. 
“If you do not shave then you will still have 
a beard so you may not use the emergency 
oxygen.”
“We’ll see about that!” I shouted, as I tore into 
the medical pack and took out the scissors. “Just 
you watch me!”

THE BARBER OF 
MARS BASE 1 by Greg   

Michaelson

Greg Michaelson has been 
publishing stories since 2001. He 
likes to write about how things 
aren’t and how they might be.

Artwork by Beena Mistry, a 
Canadian illustrator who really likes 
the colour yellow. She’s also the #1 
Divine Comedy Fanart Connoisseur.
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Patricia rubs sanitizer from the wall-mounted 
dispenser over her hands carefully, paying 
particular attention to her cuticles and between 
her fingers. She is well practised in the art of 
procrastination, but the ritual can only go on so 
long. With a tight smile, she elbows open the 
door of her father’s hospital room. 

Nothing has changed since she left to grab 
a coffee and a bite to eat. Her mother, Joyce, 
sits rigid in a chair by the window. Patricia’s 
younger brother, Rob, slouches in a chair 
dragged over from the unoccupied half of the 
semi-private room. Between them lies the grey 
husk of Patricia’s father, the person that used 
to be Harold Pruitt, forever silent, save the soft 
beep of a heart monitor measuring out the final 
hours of his life.

Joyce sniffs audibly and exhales heavily. 
“You’ve certainly taken your time.”

Patricia has 52 years of experience 
deciphering her mother’s displeasure and 
ignores the jab. “Any change?” she asks.

Rob unfolds his lanky frame from the chair 
and offers it to her. “They gave Dad another 
dose of morphine while you were gone.”

“They’re giving him too much,” says their 
mother.

“For comfort,” adds Rob, not looking at 
their mother as he gives Patricia a slight nod. 
She understands. The decision is made, but 
the doctors still tread the fine line between 
compassion for the dying and the unreasonable 

demands of the living. It has taken three years 
of sleepless nights and countless near misses to 
reach this point; too many arguments with their 
mother about what is enough. Rob travelled 
across the country for this final vigil – a dutiful 
son to the end – but the dark hollows beneath 
his eyes and the stubble on his cheeks speak 
to an exhaustion that goes beyond the past 
two days. Patricia wishes she could protect Rob 
from the strain that has him looking too much 
like their ailing father. None of them have come 
away unscathed, not even Joyce. Her battles to 
keep Harold alive these past few years have left 
permanent scars that go deeper than the lines 
etched on her brow and bracketing her mouth.

“I’m going to grab something from the 
cafeteria while I have a chance,” says Rob. 
He gives Patricia an apologetic shrug. His 
mother gets a quick peck on the cheek and 
the promise to hurry back. Can he get her 
something? No? He will bring back some tea 
anyways.

Patricia occupies the vacant chair opposite 
her mother and like chess opponents they face 
off across the hospital bed.

“I suppose you’re happy,” says Joyce. 
“Mother, please.”
“You’ve finally gotten your way.”
“It wasn’t my decision. The doctors say Dad 

is gone and there is nothing left to save.”
“As long as your father draws breath–”
“No! Mother! Stop it!” Patricia clenches her 

Escaping Mrs. Pruitt
by Hermine Robinson

Artwork by Luis Mendo who 
draws for brands and publications 
worldwide from his small studio in 

Tokyo. Never does pencils first.

Hermine Robinson loves all 
manner of short fiction. Her work 
has appeared in numerous print 
and online publications since 2012.



jaw. She draws a deep breath and practices 
the kindness of silence; something she learned 
from her father. Harold Pruitt’s wisdom is all 
that remains since a series of strokes robbed 
the world of his strong voice, his smile and his 
spirit. If he could, he would frown at the tension 
in the room and say ‘Let it go, Patty.’ 

Joyce lets nothing go. “The doctors are 
playing God.” 

Patricia knows who has been playing God 
for the past three years by rescinding Dad’s 
personal directive and demanding heroic 
measures every time he developed pneumonia 
or some other infection. But this time, not even 
the shrill demands of Joyce Pruitt can bring 
him back from the brink. Patricia holds her 
father’s feather-light hand. His nails are too long 
for a man who was always fastidious about 
his personal care. Across the bed Joyce grabs 
her husband’s other hand possessively. Patricia 
ignores the challenge and looks past her mother 
out the window. The room has a view and it is 
no mistake that Joyce sits with her back to the 
mountains in the west where late day clouds 
gather up the bright edges and blush highlights 
of sunset beneath a watery blue sky fading 
to darkness. Dad is chasing that sunset and 
Patricia feels a certain contentment in knowing 
that her mother cannot deny his final journey.

“How can you smile at a time like this?” 
Joyce demands.

“I believe Dad is at peace.”
“Your father doesn’t deserve peace.”
Patricia stares, not entirely shocked by the 

venom in her mother’s voice. This is the first 
time Joyce says it out loud, but Patricia has 
always suspected her mother’s motives were not 
entirely altruistic. Keeping her husband alive 
was fuelled more by spite than love.

Joyce immediately covers up the crack in 
her well-constructed facade. “I obviously mean 
your father wants to live and be with me. 
Death is not peace; it’s just dead, and that’s 
all.” She grips the hand she holds even tighter, 
challenging Patricia to argue with her make-
believe world of marital bliss from long ago. 

Rob interrupts the silence between the 
women by peeking around the door. “Hey 
Patty, can I get some cash? The bank machine 

downstairs is on the fritz.” 
Patricia looks at her brother and sees 

something akin to panic in his eyes. She glances 
back at her mother who is too busy being self-
righteous to notice. “Actually, I’ll come with you,” 
she says. “Mom needs this time alone with Dad.”

Out in the hallway Rob runs his hands 
through his salt and pepper hair, leaving it 
askew instead of flattened. “She’s here.”

Patricia nods. “I know. I called her.”
“What the hell, Patty!” Rob lowers his voice 

and pulls his sister towards the family room 
which is already occupied. 

A lone woman, dabbing at the corners of her 
brown eyes with a tissue, looks up as they enter. 
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come,” she says, 
glancing at Rob. She reaches for her gloves and 
purse. “It was a mistake.”

“No, Marion, please stay.” Patty frees her 
elbow from Rob’s grip and sits down on the 
chair next to the woman. Rob gives a grunt 
of frustration and moves to the door, standing 
guard the same way he did when he and Patty 
were children, stealing cookies from the tin 
their mother stashed at the back of the kitchen 
cupboard. It was Patty who climbed the chair 
and pilfered the cookies but Rob took just as 
many swats for it as she did. Forty years later, 
he is still scared of getting into trouble. 

“I’m not sure why you called me,” says 
Marion, staring at the ragged tissue in her hand 
and twisting it to a point between agitated 
fingers. “It won’t change anything for me to 
be here and it might make things worse.” She 
glances towards the door and Rob casts a 
nervous glance down the hallway.

Patricia takes the woman’s hand. “I called 
you because I thought you should have one 
last chance to see him. We could try to get my 
mother out of the room for a bit.”

“Thank you, but no,” says Marion. “I would 
rather remember Harold the way he was, and 
I know Joyce well enough to realize that she 
won’t leave his bedside for any reason.” She 
looks up at Rob and Patricia. “I really only came 
today because I wanted to apologize to both of 
you in person. I never meant to hurt either of 
you or your mother.”

Rob checks the hall again before stepping 

forward, holding out his hand. “I think it was 
a bad deal all around, Marion, but I don’t have 
any hard feelings.” She gives his hand a squeeze 
and lets him retreat to stand guard again.

“There’s nothing to forgive, Marion.” says 
Patricia, “I wish you and Dad could have had a 
chance to be happy together.”

Marion shakes her head. “The last time I 
saw Harold before his stroke we broke it off. 
He told me he couldn’t hurt Joyce that way, 
and I agreed, because in my heart I knew I 
wasn’t the kind of woman who could steal her 
best friend’s husband.” She looks in Patty’s eyes 
with an intensity borne of the desperate need to 
be believed. “Your mother isn’t an easy person 
to love, but your father loved her. I loved her 
too, like a sister, and since Joyce didn’t know 
about the affair, I hoped things could go back 
to normal. It was naive to think she wouldn’t 
figure it out.”

“Dad told her,” says Patricia.
“Oh.” Marion twists the tissue into shreds. 

“Harold and I had agreed that confession wasn’t 
worth the anger or heartache. And the truth is, 
your mother isn’t a very forgiving person.”

Rob makes an involuntary snort and 
Patricia gives him her big sister glare before 
forging ahead. “He didn’t mean to. It’s just that, 
after the first stroke, Dad was delirious and 
mostly incoherent. I was there when he called 
out for you. Mom went crazy, and the more 
she screamed and cried at him, the more he 
repeated your name. I tried to convince her 
it was nothing, but she must have already 
suspected something and once she went 
looking for evidence that you and Dad were... 
Well, she found it.”

Marion nods. “Your mother didn’t deserve 
what happened. It’s been a long three years 
for her to deal with all of that on top of your 
father’s illness. I wish she could have forgiven 
me, but I don’t blame her for being bitter.”

“It’s taken this long for my father to escape 
her bitterness.” says Patricia. “Don’t let it hold 
you captive too.” 

“I won’t.” Marion stands up to go and Patricia 
gives her a hug. Rob breathes a sigh of relief, 
like they might finish this escapade without 
getting caught. “I’ll say a prayer for Joyce and 

for your father, and I won’t bother your family 
again, but thank you for calling me today.”

“Are you absolutely sure you don’t want to 
see him?” asks Patricia. “Rob and I can find a 
reason to get Mom out of the room.”

Rob groans. It is the adult version of his five-
year-old whimper, the one he gave when he 
heard their mother stomping down the hallway 
towards the kitchen just as Patty had the cookie 
tin wide open. 

“I’ll leave before I cause any trouble,” says 
Marion. Rob checks the hallway, signals the all 
clear and escorts her quickly to the elevator. 
Patricia waits outside their father’s hospital 
room while her brother fidgets and punches the 
elevator button repeatedly, not satisfied until 
the door slides shut and Marion is gone. Rob 
strides back looking more relieved than angry. 
He is the weak one, the one who moved across 
the country to escape their mother’s demanding 
ways, leaving Patricia to deal with Joyce’s guilt 
trips and psychological manipulation. 

“You always did like getting me in trouble.”
“Sorry Robbie, I should have warned you.”
“Yes, you should have.” Rob stands with his 

hand against the hospital room door, ready to 
go in. 

“No, it is better that you didn’t know. Mom 
would have seen it in your face.”

Patricia places her fists on her hips, 
scrunches her eyebrows into a frown and in a 
quiet voice through clenched teeth says, “Robert 
Harold Pruitt, you look me in the eyes right now 
and you tell me the truth young man.” Judging 
from the look on Rob’s face it is a passable 
imitation of their mother.

“Okay, that’s just scary,” says Rob. “I’ll 
probably need to see my therapist when I’m 
back home.”

Patricia laughs, grabs her little brother by the 
arm and turns him towards the elevator. “Leave 
her with Dad for now. I said my goodbyes 
a long time ago and you still haven’t had 
anything to eat yet. I’ll buy you a cookie to go 
with your coffee.”

Rob looks at her and asks, “How did you 
know I was thinking about cookies?”

“Just a guess,” says Patricia. “Just a guess.”

14 
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Winter Dreaming
by Rick Blum

A brittle wind blows chunks of rain

against a foggy, frost-tinged pane,

its unrelenting rat-a-tat rat-a-tat

a constant, grinding reminder that

I miss fair, balmy Rio.

I live in layers of wool and down,

my face affixed in a ghastly frown,

while tall palms sway to a samba beat

that shade buff lovers from the searing heat

of torrid, torch-lit Rio.

How I long for beaches of diamond dust,

streets that teem with liquor and lust,

not towering banks of grisly snow

reminding me daily that I’m so,

so far from radiant Rio.

Oh heartless night, oh dawnless day,

cruel land that’s swabbed in shades of grey,

release me from your rimy hold,

so I can flee, if I’m ever so bold,

to my illusory lover, Rio.
Rick Blum has been chronicling 

life’s vagaries, often with a humorous 
spin, for more than 25 years from his 

home in suburban Boston.

Photography by Edu Lauton, 
a filmmaker from Brasília, Brazil. 

He makes a selection of his photos 
available on Unsplash.

The tapping that Michael could hear coming 
from the trunk made him speak more loudly 
– words jumbling and tumbling to hide the 
sound that must be audible to all.

“Of course, I wouldn’t be on this boat but 
my mother left me a small inheritance,” he 
said as the woman smiled politely.

“To do something with himself,” was what 
his mother had actually said. “The remainder 
of my estate I bequeath to my son Michael, 
to do something with himself.” Mr Fortescue 
had raised an eyebrow at the phrase but had 
said nothing – after all, he had been mother’s 
solicitor for sixty years.

The woman’s hands in her lap were 
clutched together as though holding a 
small parcel. When she moved them it was 
almost like she was caressing it. Michael 
liked her hands and, even while his voice 
kept relentlessly droning, there was a still 
part of him that looked at her and liked 
what he saw. When he looked at her he got 
the impression that she was the same; that 
some part of her was looking at him while 
the other part was being driven senseless 
with his prattle. She was looking at him and 
seeing the stillness beneath.

Later she agreed to have dinner with him. 
She didn’t comment when he surreptitiously 
placed the trunk beneath the chair – nor did 
he comment as her hands gently stroked the 
parcel in her lap. They talked of a shared 
love of the thought of Italy. Neither had 
stepped from England’s shores in peace time 

and this was an adventure that neither had 
anticipated. They shared a love of opera and 
architecture and a deep appreciation of the 
ridiculous.

The next morning they took a turn around 
the deck and talked of songs they liked and 
books they had both read. On the third day 
they talked of their pasts.

Michael talked of his childhood and the 
voices in the trunk became louder and louder, 
trying to drown out his words and shaking 
the hard rigid sides that bound them. He 
pressed on regardless, finding freedom in the 
words and in her quiet acceptance of them. 
She didn’t try to challenge his perceptions or 
argue them out of existence. She never said 
– ‘You’re just a boy. What do you know of 
suffering?’ or press her hand to her head as 
though a migraine was threatening to strike 
and he was the cause. He knew instinctively 
that she would have listened to him and 
made it stop. He would have liked to think 
that the money that had brought him to 
meet this amazing woman was his mother’s 
way of begging forgiveness but he knew that 
wasn’t the case. It was just a last attempt to 
shape the man she thought he should be and 
because she had no one else. 

The woman talked of her marriage. The 
slow death of love and the quiet screaming 
that became her life. Shut away from other 
people and watching her husband becoming 
more of a drunk and a bully with every 
passing year. 

by Carole Ellis
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She talked of his slow death from a wasting 
disease that whittled away his flesh and muscle 
but left his tongue sharp and cruel. She talked 
of burying him in the local churchyard and 
searching for the grief that a good wife should 
feel and finding that she couldn’t even feel relief.

Then Michael talked about the war and the 
Somme and the men he had lost and the shells 
that had robbed him of his sanity for too many 
years, and heard the voices keening in the trunk.

The next day was the last day and tomorrow 
they would be arriving in Naples. The journey 
had been so much better than he had imagined 
and, despite a good dinner and a last walk 
around the deck, he couldn’t sleep. For the first 
time the future promised something more than 
just the same.

It was the early hours of the morning when 
he headed for the deck. The sky was clear and a 
thousand stars gave the impression of a sequin-
covered cloth glittering above the sea. A bubble. 
A moment in time where anything was possible.

The trunk felt heavy and suddenly he didn’t 
want to carry it anymore. He wanted to place it 
on the deck and walk away: to watch someone 
explode it into pieces like the earth that had 
been shattered in France, falling as a rain of 
bodies and blood and death. Without thinking 
he stepped to the rail and with every fibre and 
muscle straining, he hurled the trunk as far 
away from him as possible, watching it sail over 
the ocean and disappear into the night.

When he turned away from the sea, he saw 
her standing just feet away – watching. And 
when he looked at her closely, he saw that 
strange expression in her eyes that must be in 
his too. Frightened and fragile, they still had the 
possibility of hope.

She stepped past him to the rail and opened 
her hands. That’s when he realised that it wasn’t 
a parcel that she carried but a bird with a 
broken wing, and as she opened those careful 
hands the bird flew free and when she turned to 
look at him the hope was stronger and the first 
glimmer of joy shone in her eyes.

Carole Ellis has owned a 
bakery and taught adult literacy. 
She writes short stories from her 

home in Totnes, Devon.

Artwork by Jessica Meyrick, 
a freelance illustrator originally 

from the UK, but currently 
based in Sydney, Australia. 
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The Buick station wagon twirled in the air in a 
beautiful half-moment of quiet. The moment 
before, there had been a screech of tires as 
they swerved left and the car began its mad 
roll. The moment after, there was the crashing 
of shattered glass on the pavement and the 
warping of metal and bone. But in that one 
marvelous instant, there was noiseless lift. 
The headlights silently screamed into the 
night as the roof hung only an inch above the 
asphalt. It is an odd and mystifying thing to see 
a car fly.

The hushed spell crumbled as the station 
wagon landed in an eruption of noise that split 
the Wyoming air like thunder. Steel skidded 
across yellow lane lines and left a trail of 
tinkling glass behind it before coming to rest in 
the dirt at the side of the highway. The whole 
ordeal lasted a lifetime but was over just as 
quick.

The only spectator sat on an aged wooden 
fence on the opposite side of the road. She 
squinted as the one surviving headlight spilled 
white into the field of dust and brown weeds. 
Quietly, she stared at the heap of rubble, unable 
to move. The car’s radio crackled and 
sputtered and resumed 
some twangy 

ballad, coming out of the broken windshield 
like a breath that had waited to be released.

The woman lowered herself from the 
fence and slowly started onto the road. Glass 
crunched beneath her feet. She walked as if 
approaching an animal, so as not to scare it 
away. She paused a few feet from the wreck, 
craned her neck to see inside, then hurried back 
to the fence. A man had arrived at the road. 
He gave her a questioning look. She shook 
her head, her face pale. They stood for a long 
moment.

“Well, shit,” he said finally.
“Yeah, shit,” she agreed. 
“Then that’s that?” he said.
“I guess. That’s that,” she responded quietly.
Crickets chirped along with the car’s radio, 

now playing some song about going home, 
a tune incredibly lonely out in the Wyoming 
wilderness. They both watched the car.

“Why do you think she did it?” he asked.
She shrugged. “Maybe she saw a rabbit. 

Tried to avoid it.”
“Maybe,” he said. He sounded unconvinced.
“Well, why not?”
“Would you flip a car for a rabbit?”
“Well, no,” she said quietly. “Maybe. 

If I were very tired or very 
anxious. Or both.  
 

And it just darted out into the road and caught 
me by surprise. Then maybe, accidentally, I 
would flip a car. I like rabbits.”

Somewhere far off, a coyote howled. 
The woman shivered and looked up. The moon 
was a sharp milky crescent in a dizzying swirl 
of stars, all watching and winking. The front 
wheel of the station wagon creaked as it rocked 
in the breeze on a mangled axel.

“Or maybe a deer. I would–”
“Margot,” the man said.
“Yeah?”
“I don’t think there were any animals.”
“Well, you can’t be sure,” she said.
“We can.” 
The man looked from her eyes to the road, 

and it all began to move again. The sharp 
pebbles of glass shimmered as they gathered 
into complete windows. The car picked itself up 
and rolled in perfect reverse the way it had come. 
Steel corrected itself, unbent, reformed. 
And then it was all in the air  
again, for a split 
second. 

The woman gazed, hypnotized. And for a 
moment, she could see the face of the woman 
in the car, serene and unshaken by the crash – 
looking straight through the windshield. And the 
car was on its wheels again, on the road, in the 
right lane where it belonged, hundreds of yards 
away. Time stood. 

“Watch,” he said.
Time ran. The car sped up the road in a 

fury, its headlights flooding the highway. Then it 
swerved and tripped and flew and the moment 
of serenity was relived in the air before it all 
came crashing down again and drew to a 
twisted rest at the side of the road. The radio 
sputtered to life again, and the crickets sang 
along again. The two at the fence were 
silent for a while. Finally, softly, 
the man spoke.
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“There was no rabbit.”
“No, there wasn’t,” said the woman, her voice 

level, her face distant.
“No deer. No animal. Nothing. So, why did 

she do it?”
“Because she could.”
“Is that really a reason?”
“Sometimes it is,” she said, her eyes low. 

“Sometimes people make choices only because 
something in the back of their head tells them 
they can. Because they feel they haven’t had an 
opportunity to make a choice all their own in 
a long time. Because in that instant I couldn’t 
see any reason not to. I felt my hand grip the 
wheel and I knew what I was doing, but I don’t 
know if I could’ve stopped myself. 
And now...” Her voice was 
uneven. 
 

She rested her face in her palms. “I want to do it 
over. But you know what’s so shitty about it all? 
I think of doing it over, of starting again, and I 
just don’t know if I could make it. I don’t know 
if it would end any differently. I’m just so tired.”

The man sighed. “But you would do it again?”
She nodded.
“Then we must try.”
In the overturned station wagon, the 

woman’s eyes shot open and her hungry lungs 
gasped for the cool country air.

Tales of the Double-Edged Sword
by Brittany Thompson

I’m looking into this knife like a mirror.

It says, Objects are closer than they appear.

So I’m closer to this knife than I’ve ever been.

It’s at my throat trying to choke away my sin.

Listen, there’s a mine of red rubies in my throat.

All the miners are whistling as they take a vote.

It seems the hourglass is running on tiptoes.

Grain after grain he, into the desert, goes.

I never asked for this, never wanted the power

that comes with the choice to conquer or cower.

But I look at the knife, and this time, it seems bored,

no longer silverware but a gleaming sword.

They say, Never open the door to a lesser evil,

but I’m fighting a losing battle in a world that’s medieval.

The knife moves from its ruby mine to ‘x’ marks the spot.

Plunges deep into the heart of everything I forgot. . .

I remember looking into this knife like a mirror.

It said, You are closer, time to disappear.

Brittany Thompson writes to 
inspire. She enjoys painting, bowling, 
and watching Harry Potter on the 
days when she feels like a muggle.
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Short Story Competition

Last Man Standing The man with no 
shadow

in partnership with Writers & Artists and Bloomsbury

The end of last year saw Firewords join forces with 
Writers & Artists and Bloomsbury to launch our 
prompt-based writing competition. The challenge 
was to write a short story of 1000 words or less, 
inspired by this amazing illustration by Maggie 
Chiang. Over 550 writers rose to the challenge and, 
in the end, there were two worthy winners. 
Although their pieces are quite different in tone, 
both writers blew us away with their inventiveness.

THE WINNERS:

Jen Falkner’s fiction has 
appeared in several literary 
journals. She lives in Ottawa 
with her husband, daughter, 
cat and dog.

Stephanie Percival writes with 
Creative Writers @ Museum 
based in Northampton. Her 
second novel, ‘The Kim’s Game’, 
will be published in October.

This way to
     the stories...

Illustrations by Maggie 
Chiang, an artist based in Los 
Angeles. Her illustrations evoke 

a longing for adventure and 
pursuit of the unknown.

Next time...

This is the prompt you need to take your inspiration from if you want to take on 
the Short Short Stories challenge for Issue 9. Head to firewords.co.uk/submit 
for more details, including that all-important submission deadline.

ISSUE 9 PROMPT:
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“How long has it been since the springs 
froze over?” Will was looking out across 
the expanse of snow. Edged by bushes, it 
made an almost perfect semi-circle. Warren 
wondered how thick the ice was underneath. 
Was it safe to walk across? Was there even 
water there anymore?

“Six, seven years since the earthquake. 
I don’t know.” He did know. He knew the 
exact date. 

“At least it got them to stop drilling up 
here. I hate that word, fracking. It sounds like 
it should mean something else.”

“Too fracking right.”
Warren stuffed his hands in his pockets. 

His left hand collided with the soft plastic 
bag. 

“Why are you here, Will?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why did you want to do this?”
“This? You mean, say goodbye to our dad? 

Gee, I don’t know, Warren. Why d’you think?”
“But doesn’t it bother you, what he was 

like? Mum’s funeral?” He didn’t know why 
he persisted, but the words wouldn’t stop 
coming.

“Here we go.” Will sighed.
“He made money from her death and 

then bragged about it.” He was pushing too 
hard, trying to get a reaction. “He should’ve 
cancelled that policy after the divorce.”

“Well, he didn’t. So what?”
“So what? He bragged. At her funeral. 

Thirty thousand dollars.” But an image of his 
parents floated before him. They were just 
two heads above the steaming surface of the 
water, sitting close together. Mum’s hair was 
encrusted with ice; she called it her space 
helmet look. Dad, smiling at her.

“I think he was probably just happy to 
get one over on the insurance company. 
You know what he was like about them. 
Corporations. Besides, it’s not like he was 
betting she’d go first. Like he thought the 
cancer was some kind of jackpot. Funerals 

are tricky. People say the wrong things.”
Warren said nothing. 
“Hey, remember the moose?” said Will. 

He waited for Warren to turn. “Dad left the 
towels draped over the railing and this big 
bull started nibbling them. He nearly had a fit 
when he finally noticed. Remember?”

“The only time Dad ever properly heated 
the car. He thought we’d all catch pneumonia 
on the way home.” He and Will used their 
chattering to make vibrating robot voices 
from the back seat.

“Mum couldn’t stop laughing.”
Warren pulled out the bag. He thought 

it would be like sand from the beach, like 
a souvenir of a summer holiday. But it was 
lighter, its contents dustier. “Do you want 
to–“ 

“No, no. You do it. You’re the oldest.”
“The last one standing.”
On the drive up he had imagined this 

moment, upending the bag and watching 
the ashes fall like snow. It was going to be 
beautiful and poignant, his father coming to 
rest in the park he had loved. Now the ashes 
blew back on him in a sudden burst of wind. 
He stepped back, repelled, and brushed them 
off his sleeve and the front of his coat. 

“We hadn’t spoken since the earthquake. 
He wanted me to join the protest. He had 
extra placards, he said. I told him I knew a 
lost cause when I saw one.” It’s funny, Warren 
thought, that he still called it the day of the 
earthquake. Not the day of the accident. The 
fracking accident a hundred miles away.

“I didn’t even talk to him at your funeral.”
The sky, unsoftened by steam from the 

springs, made his eyes ache. The woods had 
never been more silent.

The unpacked snow squealed like new 
shoes as Warren turned off the highway into 
the parking lot. He climbed out of the car 
and his nostrils stung with the smell of the 
pinewoods. The woods looked thicker and the 
air felt emptier than he remembered. It had 
been a long time since he’d been properly out 
of the city. 

His father used to say he’d been 
coming to the hot springs since the 
Alaska Highway was a gravel 
road. He brought the family 
once or twice a year when 
the boys were small. He 
would have hated to see it 
again now, to know that all 
the protests and petitions 
were in vain.

“You made it then.” His 
brother, Will, stood on the steps 
to the visitor centre. His hands were 
wrapped around a thermos cup. The heavy 
smell of hot chocolate drifted towards him. 
Will never did grow up to drink coffee like 
everyone else.

“Of course I made it.” Warren struggled 
through the thick snow towards him, 
guessing where the path must be. In no time 
his ankles sparkled with clinging snow. Will 
gave Warren an awkward half-hug. He could 
barely feel it through his parka.

“How was the drive?”
“Good. Fine.” As good as a sixteen hour 

drive from Calgary could be, he guessed. 

The radio kept him company until he got too 
far north and the station started to fade in 
and out on tides of static. 

“And the kids?”
“They’re fine.”
Warren searched for something to say. 

He looked up at the jagged line the trees 
made against the sky. The air really did feel 

clearer up here.
“Emily and I are getting a 
divorce,” said Will.

“What? Really?” 
“No, not really. I just 

wanted a reaction. Your face 
looked, I don’t know, kind of 
stuck.” 

“It’s my beard. Hides all 
expression.”
“Oh yeah. Thought you 

looked different.”
The snow was deep and 

untrampled; they had to rely on memory to 
follow the old boardwalk to the hot springs. 
There used to be signs urging visitors to 
stay on the boardwalk, that there were plant 
species unique to the park that could be 
endangered by kids rampaging through the 
marshes. Not that that ever stopped them. 

He pictured how everything used to look 
when the steam from the hot springs coated 
every branch in fingerlings of white ice. The 
air just above the water was always cloudy, 
as if the water was an open mouth exhaling 
into the cold. 

Last Man Standing
by Jen Falkner
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finally awake my face is clammy and my 
nostrils sting.”

“Is there more?”
“Sometimes there is a man. He is dressed 

in black. He might be the man with the 
gloved hand. And if I see him...” I can’t help 
but pause and I drum my fingers against the 
couch. “He has no shadow.” 

I know I sound foolish.
The doctor nods.
“It feels like a premonition.” 
There, I have said it; my fingers drum 

harder against the wood.
Doctor Brauer smiles and scribbles 

something in his papers, I wonder what 
he writes. That my dream is sexual, even 
Oedipal, or just agrees Johanna Eckstein is 
hysterical.

Following my meeting I go and sit on the 
terrace. I stretch out on a lounger, my legs 
covered by a blanket. I read or just watch 
shadows move across the meadows and 
mountains. Other patients sit further from 
me, their conversation light but interspersed 
with coughing.

“Did you know, we have a famous 
neighbour?” One of the men has come to sit 
near me. I allow myself to look up from my 
book. He has a wide face with freckles, and 
brushes sandy hair away from his eyes. He is 
smiling at me. 

“No. Who?”
“The Fürher himself!”
This does impress me. Though tucked 

away in an obscure region of Bavaria, an 
important person chooses to live here as well.

“Can you see his house?” I ask.
“No, but if you look carefully at the ridge 

on the right and follow the line down, where 
the shadow changes from blue to grey, that is 
the valley where the Berghof is.”

I follow his pointing finger, and believe I 
glimpse a building, a black daub against the 
grey of the mountain.

–

That night I have the dream again. Instead 
of cold cloud suffocating me, it is hot, as 
if I have descended into Hell. My screams 
bring nurses running. The needle stings as a 
sedative is administered. At breakfast I am 
drowsy, hardly able to lift my spoon to my 
mouth. But around me I detect a clamour, an 
excitement which I have not noticed before.

At my appointment, I recount my 
nightmare. Doctor Brauer smiles and scribbles 
and suggests I sit on the terrace in the 
sunshine.

The man with the sandy hair approaches.
“Have you heard? We’re going to have 

a visit.”
“A visit?” I say, my brain still groggy, 

“Who?”
“Our neighbour!” 
Life here is so calm and ordered that a 

famous visitor is quite an occasion.
The tension builds throughout the 

day. I hear the clattering of pans as extra 
provisions are baked in the kitchens. There 
is a flurry of mopping and sweeping, and 
we are all asked to present ourselves at four 
O’clock on the terrace. The excitement is 
contagious and I am trembling as I change 
my dress.

We wait in a group on the terrace; washed 
and presentable and smiling.

His car is parked at the bottom of the 
drive, so he walks up the slope towards us, 
the mountains massive behind him.

And as he approaches, I sense the 
ground shaking. I expect to look up and 
see snow sliding in an avalanche down the 
mountainside. But there is no movement. 
In fact everything seems remarkably still 
as if it is holding its breath. He is not a tall 
man, but the closer he advances the more I 
shudder, because his presence oppresses the 
atmosphere; absorbing air.

He is silhouetted against the dazzle 
of white mountainside. He should cast a 
shadow. But there is no shadow.

“You must understand this is for the best, 
Johanna. You are fortunate.”

I knew I was. My life was a privileged one, 
you could tell that from the quality of the 
trunk being packed. Yet my hands fumbled 
as I pulled the leather strap through the 
buckle. 

I think Mama supposed I was reminded 
of the restraints which had shackled me 
whilst electric shocks were applied 
to my brain. A treatment 
supposed to rid me of my 
nightmare. It had not worked.

She reached over and 
smoothed the shadows 
below my eyes with her 
fingertips.

“Liebchen, there won’t be 
any of that at this clinic.”

But I wasn’t concerned about 
the treatment I might undergo, just 
how long I would be banished from home. 
The trunk was very large.

–

The Mountain Clinic nestles beneath the 
Bavarian Alps and as I am driven towards 
the remote building I’m amazed at the space 
around me. The air appears lighter, the 
fragrance sweet, and when I emerge from the 
car I hear cattle lowing and bells chinking. 
There is calm which makes me hopeful the 
dream might go.

Doctor Brauer tells me I will have a 
daily consultation with him to discuss 
my nightmare. Most of the other patients 
are recuperating from Tuberculosis. I am 
expected to dine in the refectory and go on 
daily hikes with them. The regime is about 
healthy living, nourishing food and exercise.

It does not take long to adjust to the 
routine. The first bell sounds at seven 

and we rise, then further bells ring 
throughout the day indicating 

different activities.
I am nervous about my 

first consultation with the 
doctor; most medics have 
labelled me hysterical. 
But Doctor Brauer has a 

kind face and gentle voice, 
and I find I am able to relate 

the dream which has troubled 
me all my life.

“Tell me what happens in the dream, 
Johanna.”

The couch in his room is comfortable. 
From here I can see the purple of the 
mountains and the snowy peaks rise so high 
they become hazy.

I take a deep breath before I reply, as I 
revisit that dark place.

“I am being suffocated, as if I am being 
engulfed by cloud. I cannot breath. And I cry 
out, try to scream, but then a gloved hand 
clutches my face, pushing me down further. 
I smell the tannin of the glove, so when I 

The man with no shadow
by Stephanie Percival



His name is Edbur and he has no legs. None. Right up to his hips, just 
nothing. People ask him how he lost his legs. If they first don’t ask 
him what kind of name Edbur is.

Edbur makes up answers.
“In a mill accident”, he says.
He makes things up because people will believe anything when 

they have pity to dispense, anxious to drip it like syrup on a pancake 
before walking away on two smug legs.

“Shark attack.” “Dud parachute.” “Thalidomide.” 
He likes the confusion on their faces, sentiment with nowhere 

to go. It looks like constipation. 
“Bear attack.” “Gangrene.” 
He makes them up because the truth is a heartache sharp as 

a Samurai sword, phantom pain bad as a brain-freeze. 
“Cliff diving.” “Brittle bone disease.” 
He makes them up because everyone uses the word “lose”. 
It isn’t like he’d lost his legs like socks get lost in the dryer. If that 

was true he’d have lost only one. It isn’t like he’d unscrewed them, 
left them somewhere, and, forgetting, walked away. It isn’t like it was 
some kind of oversight.

The truth was just a motorcycle. 
Edbur feels the pain in his once-upon-a-thighs. 
He was riding from Vancouver to claim James’ body, caught 

beneath the keel of a fishing boat out of St. John’s Newfoundland, 
four and a half time zones ahead. Edbur was trying to remember 
James’ favourite colour as he rounded a blind corner, a storm ahead. 

He hit a stopped Silverado as he remembered. Orange. 
A Suburban came up behind and hit them both, a sudden Edbur 
sandwich. It felt like ketchup being squeezed from a take-out packet, 
and from somewhere above he watched his mouth say James’ name. 
When he woke up he stared at the empty place on the bed where his 
legs should have been. 

His name was Edward Burton Holloway, after his great-uncle Ed, but 
James Burton Holloway, his brother younger by 3 minutes, thought 
the Franken-name Edbur was too much fun to resist. 

The question is wrong. Edbur’s legs are not lost. They know 
exactly what they are doing. They are running, ghostly pinwheels 
beside dusky ditches, east and east again, gaining an hour with each 
passing time zone, trying to catch up with his twin’s laughter, Edbur’s 
lighter half. It is not Edbur’s legs, it is the rest of him that cannot find 
its way.
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He got her set up with a Manhattan. 
It put him back twelve bucks. Ridiculous. 
His beer was a bargain at eight. 

“Goddammit.” It grated against his 
inherited parsimony.

His father was an Italian immigrant, 
a small businessman, as were most of his 
clients: self-made, like him–frugal, not 
showy. As a tailor, he knew they appreciated 
small, almost-invisible markers of quality: 
a real silk lining in a jacket, hand-stitched, 
instead of the Viscose stuff that everyone 
was using now. He was immune to trends. 
He’d seen every one of them come and go, 
and not a few upstart tailors come and go 
with them. He’d survived by sticking with 
what worked, and what looked and felt right. 
He would hate a silly show like this, Anthony 
thought, with all its ostentation, pretence, 
and self-congratulation.

“I want a big life,” Lise confessed toward 

Anthony felt tricked into coming. He knew 
Lise had a professional interest in jewellery 
design, but the stuff at this show was just 
nuts. There were glass beads threaded 
with bent wire, like a broken child’s toy; a 
necklace of metal spikes and mirror shards 
that would cut your throat sooner than it 
would get you onto a magazine cover; and 
organic and recycled materials that were 
supposed to look earthy, but just looked 
cheap. Still, they were charging thousands 
for them.

He’d have killed for a cigarette, but 
smoking had been banned since well before 
he started, at 15. The tinny air, canned and 
antiseptic, irritated the inside of his nostrils.

“Do you like this? Do you like that?” Lise 
kept asking him. 

“Yes,” he lied. Did she expect him to buy 
her something here? At least they were 
serving alcohol.

the end of her first drink. 
“What does that mean?” Anthony asked.
“You know, I want to go places. Meet 

people. I want people to know me.”
“I know you,” he said with an insinuating 

smile.
“Yeah, but you’re…”
“What?”
“Anthony, don’t be dim. You know what 

I mean. I want you to have a big life, too.”
“My life isn’t big enough for you?” He was 

taking commerce classes at community 
college, preparing to inherit his father’s 
business. Family owned, second generation, 
secure. Small.

“I mean, I want us to have a big life 
together.” 

“But you don’t think I’m up to it.”
She looked away, swirling the 

small, hollow-centred ice cubes in her 
otherwise empty glass. “If you’re going to 
misunderstand me on purpose…”

“So help me understand,” he said, 
swallowing the last bitter half-ounce of his 
stout. 

“I mean, look at these people.”
“Yeah, look at them.” He couldn’t have 

felt more out of place in the midst of all 
these in-your-face creative types, people 
who thought putting safety pins through 
their noses, getting shoulder tattoos of their 
favourite cartoon characters, or shaving half 
their hair off and colouring the rest pink 
were ‘radical’ gestures. Imagine the time and 
energy it took to keep that up, Anthony 
thought. He’d rather be watching baseball, 
preferably with his papa.

“These people design, they create, they 
innovate,” Lise quietly gushed, “and their 
work goes out into the world and people 
respond to it and they just get bigger and 
bigger and bigger.”

“What people? Who wears this crazy 
stuff anyway?”

“Anthony, MEURSAULT is one of the 
country’s most exclusive dealers in custom 
jewellery. Getting in with them guarantees 
you a name as a jewellery designer. They 

sell directly to hundreds of high-net-worth 
clients.”

“Hundreds?” he laughed, so hard it 
embarrassed her.

People glanced over, saw a couple of 
average-looking wallflowers in their late 20s 
getting a little juiced and raising their voices, 
and looked away.

Lise regretted wearing only the one piece 
of eye-catching jewellery, a handmade 
pewter barrette to secure her up-do. No one 
could see it in this light from more than two 
paces away.

“Jose Bautista hits a home run and 
thousands of people are there to see it. 
Thousands more watching on TV. If one of 
these people succeeds, who knows about it? 
Who notices?”

“Diminishing other people’s 
accomplishments doesn’t make me feel 
any better. So, if you’re trying to encourage 
me”–and he was–“you’ve got an odd way of 
doing it.”

Funny. Anthony’s sister, Angela, 
monopolized the TV with her talk shows, 
which meant he watched his fair share. 
And he distinctly remembered hearing that 
exaggerating others’ accomplishments is a 
good way to get yourself down. He thought 
he’d help by doing the opposite. It wasn’t 
working.

“Fine, they’re not professional athletes,” 
she conceded. “But they have to put 
themselves out there–and risk failing–just 
the same. That’s how their lives get big.”

Anthony shook his head, snickering. “This 
from the girl who’s so timid she can’t kill a 
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cockroach.”
“Is that funny?” she snapped back at him. 
“No, I just…”
“God, you– You really know how to…” 

She was allergic to making scenes, but 
she hadn’t spent $50 more than she could 
afford on a vintage sleeveless green cocktail 
dress to be made an ass of in front of these 
people. “Hold this,” she said, as she placed 
her empty glass in his hand and made a 
beeline for the washroom.

He could think of nothing more awkward 
than standing there for who knew how long 
while she got over feeling small.

‘Shit.’
He abandoned the glass on a high table, 

went over to the bar and got himself another 
stout.

Lise was sitting on the toilet, too angry to 
cry. She listened as other women came and 
went – laughing, yawning, swapping stories, 
checking their makeup, or just running 
away from their dates, like her.

The only reason she’d brought him was 
that she thought he could look the part. 
His papa was an old-school tailor, after 
all. He cleaned up well. But as soon as 
they’d arrived, she knew she had made a 
mistake. She should have invited one of her 
girlfriends. She was terrified he’d open his 
mouth, say something to the wrong person, 
prove himself a boor or a philistine and ruin 
her whole evening.

He had ruined her evening. But the wrong 
person was her.

The truth was–and Anthony, somehow, 
lug-head that he was, had figured it out–
she was completely intimidated by people. 
And not just special people; almost anyone. 
She could remember feeling this way her 
whole life. When she was 18 and started 
working as a waitress, the most nauseatingly 
stressful job of her life (that cucumber smell 
of the rags they use to clean the tables still 
turned her stomach), she’d gone out with 
some coworkers and ended up back at 
the apartment of a young woman named 

Ellis, five years older than her, who worked 
in advertising. The place was stunning, 
not because she had much money – it 
was obviously furnished on a shoestring – 
but because she had such flawless taste. 
Everything was original, everything hand- 
selected, probably over years. But how long 
could she possibly have been collecting for? 
And it all hung together just so. Even worse, 
Ellis was so incredibly ‘nice’. She was the 
nicest person you’d ever want to meet.

‘How does a young woman like this 
keep her head up in a sea of sharks and 
swim so effortlessly,’ Lise had wondered–
still wondered–‘when I’m over here full of 
dreams and ambitions and I’m drowning, 
drowning, drowning…?’

If Lise had had twenty-percent of Ellis’s 
confidence, even now, nearly ten years later, 
she wouldn’t have needed Anthony as a 
crutch. She could have come on her own 
tonight.

But Anthony was right about something 
else: she couldn’t kill a cockroach. Like the 
one that terrorized her in her apartment for 
a week and half during a heat wave the 
previous summer. She had to wait for it to 
die of natural causes. But when it turned up 
stiff as a pastille of polished tortoise shell on 
the bathroom floor, she didn’t flush it down 
the toilet. Nope. She steeled herself, picked 
it up with a pair of chopsticks (polluting 
them with an unpleasant vinegary smell), 
popped it in a Ziploc baggie, and tacked it 
up on the corkboard over her desk. If she 
had to live in a world populated by sharks 
and cockroaches, damn it, she’d put it there 
where she had to look at it, every day, until 
she got over it. And that was how she would 
get big.

“Lise, you all right in there?” Anthony’s 
voice carried through the door as a woman 
exited, giving him a stern look and nearly 
choking him with a blast of her freshly-
applied perfume.

Lise flushed to hide every other sound. 
“Be right out.” Mercifully, he’d waited until 
he was pretty sure she was alone.
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He stood in the narrow corridor fingering 
the MEURSAULT show catalogue someone 
had thrust into his hand. There was an 
insert. Some kind of contest. He looked 
through the list of finalists:

Joanne B. Christopher – bangle in silver 
and amber 
Gil Mark Padillo – reclaimed walnut 
cufflink set 
Jason Ma – puddle iron earring & stud set
Lise Essingen – enamel brooch (‘la 
cucaracha’) 
Ann Milson – mother-of-pearl engagement 
band

She emerged from the washroom, her 
cheeks a bit too shiny, her mascara blurry 
and the odd hair out of place. Somehow, 
the combined effect was beautiful, like 
she’d been spun around by a storm cloud 
and come out looking all the better for her 
ordeal.

“You can go, if you want,” she said. 
“Or maybe I will.”

“What? No, no. I wanna…” He didn’t have 
much time to make a recovery. “Lise, I want 
to stay. Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to–”

“No, you’re right. The only people who 
care about this stuff are the people in this 
showroom, and you’re not one of them, so…”

“Hey.” He nearly tapped her on the nose 
with the catalogue. “You didn’t tell me you 
had a piece in this thing.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted him to know. 
Was afraid he’d think it was– “This is BIG!” 
he beamed.

“Not Jose Bautista big.”
“No, not Jose Bautista big. But big to 

these people. It matters to them.”
To Lise, too. And as his excitement for 

her rose, so did the pitch of her twin terrors: 
being anywhere near the spotlight and being 
wholly excluded from it.

“No one’s even come over to say ‘hello’,” 
she pitied herself.

“You gotta introduce yourself,” Anthony 
insisted. “Give them a chance to know you.” 
Someone took the stage, bathed in pink 
light, and called the gathering together.

“Let’s just go.” She tried to push past him 
to the exit, escaping out the back as if from 
a fire.

He tucked the catalogue into his suit 
jacket and stopped her. 

“Lise”–putting his hands on her bare 
arms so she was cornered, like a cockroach–
“you want a big life? You gotta start small.”

They started announcing the winners.
He was right. Frustrating as he was, he 

was (often) right.
Keep staring at the cockroach until it 

doesn’t frighten you anymore, she thought.
“…And this year’s third-place winner of 

our new designers’ showcase competition…
Lise Essingen for her enamel brooch – ‘la 
cucaracha’.”

The deejay cued up some Latin-flavoured 
trance music. “That’s you! Get up there!” 
Anthony urged her.

“I can’t…” She tried to fight her way free 
of him. “I don’t want to–” She did and she 
didn’t, and she did and she didn’t.

“Lise Essingen, are you here somewhere?” 
the presiding judge, a slightly down-market 
version of Anna Wintour, asked from the 
podium.

Anthony stared at Lise, never more 
serious: “Fight the urge to stay small.”

The audience was looking around, 
wondering if and from where she might 
appear. “Here she is,” he called out, raising 
her hand in his.

‘Damn you.’
He led her out into the crowd. Everyone 

clapped politely, smiled at her. An older 
woman winked and mouthed the words, 
‘Love your dress.’

On the subway home, Lise couldn’t 
remember what she had said. But Anthony 
congratulated her, insisting he’d never seen 
her so big.

Quadrant
by Matt Dennison

Wherever you are,

in whatever room

of whatever house

of whatever’s left

of whatever life

you may possess,

imagine that room,

that house, that life

in the middle of a ship

in the middle of an ocean

in the middle of the night

headed, finally, there.
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The Ghost Bike
by Georgene Smith Goodin

It was midnight when we stole the ghost bike, 
me pedaling, Ti on the bars. The guys in shop 
class had painted the bike white after Hector 
got taken out by an SUV, and they’d chained 
it to a street sign by the accident site. Ti and 
I meant no disrespect; we swore we were only 
borrowing it. She’d learned Benny was having 
a party and we had no other transportation.

The roads were empty, streetlights shining 
like miniature full moons. We rode the wrong 
way down an exit ramp to Pacific Coast 
Highway. Our tires skidded on sand and we 
landed, unceremoniously, on our asses. 

Ti straightened her skirt and checked her 
lipstick. She decided against touching it up but 
dabbed some on me.

“It really wouldn’t kill you to wear makeup 
once in a while,” she said. “Maybe even a dress.”

I rubbed my lips together as directed, and 
she ran her thumb under the bottom one to 
remove some excess. 

We left the bike and trudged past the 
mansions to the only human-size residence 

with a waterfront view. Music 
spilled out its windows, 
blotting out the push and 
pull of the ocean.

A cooler on the patio 
contained half-melted ice 
and beer; no wine coolers 
for Ti. I used the tail of my 

t-shirt to dry off two 
cans. Ti made a 

face before 

disappearing into the house. I leaned against 
the dilapidated siding and swigged. The lipstick 
print on the rim looked foreign, like I had 
someone else’s drink.

“I thought you were following me,” Ti said, 
grabbing my elbow. 

Inside, a Steve Miller Band CD killed 
conversation. Someone had stuck glow-in-the-
dark stars on the ceiling with no regard for 
constellations and the result was a galaxy in 
disarray.

Ti had me brush her shoulders so the lint 
and dandruff on her cardigan wouldn’t show 
under the black light. It took quite a few swipes 
but I didn’t complain. 

Most of the guys wore sports jerseys or 
fraternity shirts. The few girls were dressed nice, 
like Ti. 

Ti yelled in someone’s ear and learned 
Benny was in the kitchen. She pushed her way 
through, holding my hand so we wouldn’t get 
separated. I was embarrassed by how sweaty 
my palm was.

The kitchen was standing room only. I didn’t 
recognize anyone from school. Even Benny 
didn’t look familiar, although Ti swore he had 
study hall with us before he graduated. He lit 
up when he saw her and swapped the beer I’d 
given her for a wine cooler from the fridge.

Benny dropped a proprietary arm around 
Ti’s shoulders. She winked at me as he guided 
her from the room. I sifted through a stack 
of pizza boxes before finding one that wasn’t 
empty. I took two slices and ducked through the 
nearest door.

The room had probably been a den but 
was now a bedroom. An aquarium stretched 
the length of one wall. Jellyfish pulsed inside, 

their luminescence the only light in the room. 
Mesmerized, I forgot about eating and just sat 
on the bed, staring.

“It’s even better stoned.”
I jerked around. 
A guy lounged in an armchair in the corner. 

“I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
“It’s okay,” I said, but grew nervous when he 

moved to sit next to me.
“Pizza?” I asked, offering my plate.
He sniffed the air. “Pepperoni?”
“Yep.”
“I’m a vegetarian.”
For some reason, that relaxed me. 
He packed a bowl and let me go first. I took 

a hit, unsure if it was smart getting stoned 
under the circumstances. 

I took another bite of pizza and let the 
pepperoni grease run onto my lips. Kissing 
me now would be like eating meat. Surely, he 
wouldn’t try.

“The party’s out there,” he said. “What brings 
you in here?”

“I don’t like boys.” 
I’d never said that aloud before, had never 

even let the words form a sentence in my brain. 
What kind of pot had he given me?

“Those boys or all boys?”
“All boys.” I searched for a way to change 

the subject. “What about you? Why are you in 
here?”

“It’s my room.” 
“Oh.”
“And I do like boys. But most of the boys out 

there don’t like boys like me.”
I was so stoned, it took a minute to 

understand what he meant. When I finally got 

it, I smiled even though it was too dark for him 
to see. 

–

The quiet woke me. Someone had turned off 
the stereo and the silence was deafening. A 
potato chip bag rustled when I rolled over. 
There were no curtains on the window. Silver 
and pink streaked the sky. 

The guy lay on the floor, a sweatshirt 
bunched into a pillow. It wasn’t cold but I 
covered him with a blanket. It was the only way 
I had to say thank you.

I went looking for Ti and found her in a 
lounge chair on the patio, curled into the fetal 
position, steeped in the sickly sweetness of wine 
cooler. I thought she was sleeping until I realized 
her eye was swollen shut.

I fished the last slivers of ice from the cooler, 
and made a pack with my sock. I saw scratches 
on her chest before she clutched her sweater 
shut. 

She wobbled to her feet. I reached out to 
steady her and she flinched. I didn’t try touching 
her again. 

“Want to go home?” 
She nodded and stumbled as she stepped 

onto the sand. I walked behind her, ready to 
catch her if she fell.

When we got back to the bike, I pulled it 
upright. “Handlebars?” I asked, swishing the 
front wheel. She shook her head and hobbled 
down the path. 

I let go of the ghost bike and went after her. 
It slapped onto the sand behind me with a dull 
thud, a crumpled memorial to all we had left 
behind.
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And I Want To Be
by Virginia Boudreau

It’s 1894.

A sailed skiff drifts

a rippled pewter filigree 

it’s shadow a single crow’s wing on the water

cool and lapping at the edges of a man looking back.

And I want to be

the woman on the bank, the grass harshly green

bladed with light and wanting 

whoever he is

I’m sure he never imagined turning up in a poem 

a hundred years later, inciting a longing

for a sky pluming gray on white on gray

and a bend in the canal to contemplate

the choices she’d make 

if it could all be done over again.
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It was a mate of a mate who got me the job. 
He said they were always hiring and I’d fit 
right in. It was a place for drop-outs, he said, 
for people who once had potential but now 
just wanted a job that paid the bills, no brain 
power required. A piece of piss was how he 
put it to me. I should’ve told him to stuff it 
there and then, that I was better than that, but 
he said the tips were good, even for a bellboy.

I met the man himself, Mr Hilbert of the 
Grand Hotel, and he signed me on right away 
without even asking for any references. He only 
wanted to know what I had been studying at 
uni before I left. I told him mathematics; that I 
had been interested in four-dimensional shapes 
but got bored trying to explain them to other 
people who couldn’t picture anything past a 
regular six-sided cube so I gave up and now 
here I was. He seemed to like that, or he didn’t 

care either way and hired me in spite of my 
lack of real-world-bullshit skills. He said they 
were always needing new staff at the hotel.

You see, Mr Hilbert’s Grand Hotel wasn’t like 
other hotels. It sat all on its own at the outskirts 
of town, way past the new shopping mall with 
its ever-changing rotation of coffee shops and 
Primarks, but close enough that the local buses 
stopped there, dumping off eager tourists and 
tired staff members. The thing that people 
noticed first about Mr Hilbert’s Grand Hotel 
was its size. It was literally the biggest, largest 
building I’d ever seen. And I mean literally, 
cos it was infinite, like it went on forever, floor 
after floor, room after room. Imagine the tallest 
building you can, then double it, triple it and 
keep going, on and on, all the way into infinity. 
That was how big it was. It made being a 
bellboy a right pain in the arse.

MR HILBERT’S 
GRAND HOTEL

by Elizabeth Lovatt
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Say a guest gets in my lift and tells me 
they’re in room 1,286,980,980, well I gotta 
find that floor lickety-split or no tip for me. 
No problem, I say as I run up the stupidly long 
ladder attached to the row of buttons that 
curve off into infinity. Then I gotta find the 
right one, give it a whack, and scurry back 
down to make awkward chit- chat, or else wait 
in silence while the lift shoots up really bloody 
fast, although not so fast that we don’t gotta 
listen to the same god-awful muzak forty 
times over. But then, like my mate’s mate said, 
the tips were good.

After I’d been there for maybe a month or 
two I was starting to get the lay of the land, 
figure out who the cool people were and which 
of the managers were jobsworths who were 
gonna have a go at me if my hat was sitting 
skew-wiff or for having my phone in 
my pocket. Ruins the line of the 
uniform apparently. Destroys 
the vintage vibe of the crisp 
crease in the trouser leg. 
Sure, whatever mate. I 
look like a right idiot in 
this getup either way. 
The top half looks like it’s 
been nicked off one of the 
Beatles from that Sergeant 
Pepper’s Lonely Heart Club 
Band album cover and the 
hat is one of those dinky little 
round things with a chin-strap that 
really starts to itch after the 80,000th floor. 
But the hotel guests love it, especially the 
Americans; they go mad for the uniforms, eat 
that retro shit right up and we say, Yes Sir, No 
Sir and Thank You Sir, and take their money 
and smile.

So by this point I’m pretty settled and I’m 
getting to know the infinite number of guests 
that we’ve got at the hotel, cos the thing is 
this hotel is full, infinitely full, I’m talking 
there-aint-no-more-room-at-the-inn-Mary-
get-your-arse-to-a-barn kinda full. But then 
Mr Hilbert, who I haven’t seen since he hired 
me, calls a staff meeting in the ridiculously 
huge ballroom that holds the ridiculously huge 
number of staff and he says that he’s got 
another guest moving in tomorrow. And we’re 

all like, sorry mate but don’t you know we’re 
full? We say, maybe tell them to try the 
Travelodge over by the flyover. But Mr Hilbert 
just laughs us off and says in his soft German 
accent that it’ll be fine, he’s got a plan. We 
just have to move everyone up one room, is 
what he says: we will put the person in Room 
One into Room Two, and the person in Room 
Two into Room Three and so on. So I guess 
my guest in Room 1,286,980,980 can go into 
Room 1,286,980,981, and the person who was 
in Room 1,286,980,981 can move to Room 
1,286,980,982, all the way up until everyone 
has moved along by one room number. And 
that way, Mr Hilbert says, Room One is empty 
and our new guest can stay there.

Which is fine and everything and it makes 
sense numbers-wise but at this point I’m 

thinking Mr Hilbert is kinda a crappy 
hotel owner cos he’s just gone and 

pissed off his infinite number of 
guests and most of the maid 

staff since now they’ve gotta 
turn down a shedload of 
rooms in time for tomorrow, 
like an infinite amount of 
rooms.

So we do it cos, well, 
what else are we gonna 

do? A job’s a job. I spend all 
day helping guests move their 

crap into the adjacent room, or 
sometimes to the next floor up if they’re 

particularly unlucky. And yeah, some people 
complain but we give them those little packets 
of toothpaste and shower caps and they calm 
right down and everything is cool for the next 
week or so.

Then Mr Hilbert calls another staff meeting 
and we’re already thinking this ain’t gonna be 
good as we file into the ballroom, which takes 
forever seeing as how there’s so many of us. 
And Mr Hilbert, he gets up on his little dais 
thingy and says some more guest are arriving. 
And there’s this groan around the room, like 
doesn’t he understand we just moved everyone? 
We’re full anyway; we’ve got an infinite-plus-
one number of guests in the hotel and we don’t 
need any more. Business is booming. No-one 
ever seems to check outta this place.

Someone shouts up from the back saying 
just what we’re all thinking. It’s Jimmy or Tim, 
I think, it’s hard to remember with this many 
staff, but Jimmy or Tim wants to know how 
many people are arriving cos he’s already done 
the food order for the week and he’s gonna 
have to do an emergency run to Tesco at this 
rate. And we all nod, thinking about all the 
extra hours we’re gonna have to put in for this 
as-yet-unknown number of new guests.

And Mr Hilbert, he smiles and says that 
there is, in fact, an infinite number of new 
guests arriving and we need to find a room 
for each of them. Course no-one bloody 
shares rooms in this place. At this point we’re 
practically pulling our hair out trying to figure 
out where these infinite number of new guests 
are gonna stay. Why doesn’t Mr Hilbert get it? 
We’re full. And so now we’re all shouting at 
once cos no-one’s happy about this except for 
Mr Hilbert who’s still smiling away like he’s got 
some clever trick up his sleeve.

And he does. He waits until we’ve worn 
ourselves out and says it is simple - there 
is plenty of room. What we are going to do 
is move the person in Room One to Room 
Two, and the person from Room Two can 
go into Room Four, and the person in Room 
Three can go into Room Six and the person 
in Room 1,286,980,980 can go into Room 2, 
573,961,960. They can each move into the 
room that is double the number of the one 
they are in. And he says this like it ain’t gonna 
be a right faff to move an infinite number of 
guests all over again. That way, Mr Hilbert 
says, everyone will be staying in an even 
numbered room and all the odd numbered 
rooms will be empty, an infinite amount of 
odd numbered rooms in fact, and our infinite 
number of new guests that are arriving can 
each stay in one them. Which I guess does 
make sense and so we slouch off to get it 
done. Although not before I’ve had a quick fag 
round the back cos who knows when my next 
break is gonna be the way we’re going.

So we do that and it’s all okay in the end 
and then Mr Hilbert calls one last meeting. 
We’re all expecting the worst but before he 
can even start speaking, Carl - who’s been 
there since the beginning, right when the hotel 

was first built; he says he can remember when 
it was still a finite hotel and you could go to 
the roof and get a wicked good view of the 
whole city, but I reckon that’s bull - well Carl, 
he gets his words in first and asks Mr Hilbert if 
we’re all gonna get a pay rise since we’ve been 
working harder now that there is an infinity-
plus-another-infinity number of guests at the 
hotel and it’s buggered up all the rotas for the 
last few weeks.

And Mr Hilbert smiles that bloody smile 
again and says that we have not been doing 
any extra work since we were looking after an 
infinite amount of guests to begin with and 
we still have an infinite number of guest right 
now. Mr Hilbert doesn’t say anything after 
that, just toddles off to God-knows-where and 
leaves us all in stunned, pissy silence. And 
Carl looks at me cos he knows I’m into all this 
number stuff and I gotta hand it to Mr Hilbert, 
he is right. We moved an infinite number of 
new guests into the Grand Hotel even though 
it were already full with an infinite number of 
guests. And now the hotel still has an infinite 
number of guests. Which is weird when you 
think about it but doesn’t make it any less 
true. And Carl nods and says it’s alright, he’s 
got a plan.

He gets a bunch of us together, me and 
Jimmy or Tim from the kitchen, Wendy 
from laundry, even jobsworthy Clive from 
middle management, one person from each 
of the departments, and we form a union. 
And we make sure the first rule is that any 
time Mr Hilbert wants to use his Grand 
Hotel as an analogy to demonstrate the 
mathematical properties of infinity we go on 
strike and bugger off somewhere infinitely 
more interesting.
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