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Welcome to Makarelle!

I don’t know about you, but for me Autumn
means the leaves changing colours, cosy open
fires, friends and family around for hearty
meals (fingers-crossed) and the telling of tall
tales.

The quality is, as always, outstanding. It has
been an almost impossible task to decide whose
twisted tale made it into the magazine and we
thank everyone who submitted their work. We
really enjoyed reading and seeing all of it.

Humans have always had an oral tradition of
telling each other stories. There is nothing quite
like it when the firelight is making dark shadows around you and a story is told in a quiet
whispered hush.

Because of our new administration fee, we
have been able to pay a nominal payment for
the first time to our featured writers and artists.
This is great news and going forward we hope
to continue this if we can.

We all remember as children hiding in dens or
under a sheet, telling stories with a torch beneath our faces to give us a ghoulish appearance. I feel like when you read this you should
be doing just that, wrapped in a warm blanket
with a cup of hot chocolate with marshmallows.

The art, stories and poems within this edition,
are everything we believe a twisted tale should
be. Some are surreal, others twist and turn to a
surprise outcome and others are gentle tales
with unusual endings. There is something for
everyone. We hope you enjoy it.

Halloween comes at the end of this month and
along with it, pumpkins, the clocks going back
and tales of vampires, ghosts, witches and all
things that bump in the night.
So, when we thought about a theme for the
third edition of Makarelle, Twisted Tales
seemed more than appropriate.

We had submissions from all over the world for
this edition and more than ever before. Our
contributors have interpreted the theme in
ways we could never have imagined and the
weird and the wonderful has been fully embraced.

Dini, Jane & Ruth
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Editorial
by Dini Armstrong

Sir John Everett Millais - Ophelia 1851-2 Tate

When Gwendolyn, Finja and Anneke sent us
their beautiful images, I hesitated. Yes, it’s
twisted to see three young women play at being
water-logged corpses. But wasn’t there more to
it? I decided to do a little research – and stumbled across a wealth of twists and turns.
It seems pretty clear that the photographs have
found their inspirations in the Pre-Raphaelite
images of Ophelia, most notably those by Sir
John Everett Millais.

Let’s start by taking a look at the subject matter:
Ophelia, a character from Shakespeare’s play
‘Hamlet’. Driven insane by the murder of her
father by her lover Hamlet, she drowns herself.
When we drown, water enters our lungs, we involuntarily hold our breath, we enter fight or
flight, we sputter, we convulse; our bodies turn
blue with hypoxia. Not Ophelia, however.
Described as “one incapable of her own distress” (Act IV, Scene XII), she picks flowers and
slowly sinks to her death - singing all the while.
Not one to make a fuss, that Ophelia.
When the priest refuses to give her a church burial, her brother is furious. He points out the ultimate twist: “Lay her in the ground and let violets bloom from her lovely and pure flesh! I’m
telling you, you jerk priest, my sister will be an
angel in heaven while you’re howling in
hell!” (Act V, Scene I).

And then there is the model for the painting:
Elizabeth Siddall, famously chosen as an artists’
model for her plainness.
Gwendolyn, Anneke and Finja subjected themselves to the elements for this photo shoot, submerged in cold and filthy pond water for hours.
When Millais painted Siddall as Ophelia, he at
least allowed her to float in a bathtub indoors.
He even tried to keep her warm by placing oil
lamps under the tub. Unfortunately this did not
always work and Siddall, taught not to complain, ended up severely ill with pneumonia.
Her father sued Millais for the medical bills.
Gwendolyn, Anneke and Finja are fine.
Siddall soon found her own voice. She produced
drawings, sketches, watercolours, even one oil
painting, and wrote poetry. An important and
influential artist, she was nevertheless silenced
by Millais’ Ophelia - as she is remembered for
not much else these days.
Millais’ painting, produced before photography
was invented, was hailed as incredibly detailed.
The ultimate twist for me is that three modern
young women, creative and determined, took
their camera and matters into their own hands
and, in pretending to be dead, breathed new life
into the imagery of both Elizabeth and Ophelia.
*

Another young woman created the cover image
- Erin Paton’s ‘Whispers’ inspired us from the
second we laid eyes on it. In fact, I wrote a piece
of flash fiction to go with it, and we would like
to encourage you to do the same. If you like
what you wrote send it to dini@makarelle.com
and we will publish your piece on our website!

We also did not expect Makarelle to do so well
so quickly. Since our website was launched in
January this year, we have had over 15 000 visitors. Only about a third live in the UK, the rest
found us in the US, Germany, France, China,
Canada, Sweden, Belgium, Lithuania, Russia,
Finland, Japan...the list is endless. We have a
social media presence on Facebook, Twitter,
TikTok, Instagram, Pinterest and Linkedin.
While the first issue was entirely funded out of
our own pockets, issue two was boosted by donations. This issue was funded by submission
fees, and for the first time we were able to pay
our featured artists a tiny nominal sum. We
were only able to select one feature per genre, so
you can imagine how agonising this was, but
here they are:
Short Story Fiction: I Smallhorne - Mimba’s Hands
Flash Fiction: Ben Lisle - Mimicry
Poetry: SA Pilkington - The Sting
Visual Art: Robin Adams - The Night Listeners

Here’s my effort:
“Born as a Jane, they called her tomboy, but when boy
Tom emerged, he was kicked out of his position at the
club, told not to kick up a fuss, eventually just kicked.
Every microaggression ripped into his identity, slashed
at his soul, caused wounds that festered; invaded,
probed by dirty fingers until life itself was riddled with
gangrene.

We plan to look for a sponsor or two, so we
might be able to pay something more substantial
for contributions to our winter issue.
And there’s more exciting news - we are planning to publish selected pieces from the first
three magazines in an anthology before the year
is up! In the highly unlikely event of any profits,
we will split them evenly among all contributors.

Deadnamed already, time and time again, without consent, until metempsychosis seemed the only exit left,
both he and she decided it was

If you would like to help, please use the donate
button on our website www.makarelle.com.
Every pound or dollar helps!

time.

Meanwhile - grab a hot drink, put your feet up,
and enjoy our beautiful and free ‘Twisted Tales’
autumn issue of Makarelle.

This body would be saved from its necrosis, not condemned.
And hand in hand they cut away all gender, snipped
the snails and puppy dog’s tails, they did away with all
things nice. They sprinkled eggs into their wounds,
gave birth to larvae, and they fed the twisting, writhing
maggots all the loathing, all the righteous indignation,
until, each cell now free to heal, their final metamorphosis began.”
***

When Ruth, Jane and I decided to start an independent literary and visual arts magazine, we
had no idea how much joy this would bring us.

Warm hugs from cold Scotland,

Dini x

Feature: Visual Art

The Night Listeners
by Robin Adams

Feature: Short Story - Fiction

Mimba’s Hands
by Ioney Smallhorne

IMAGE: NEOSAM2021

At the start of hurricane season, when the sun
sinks into the horizon, Mimba searches for her
hands. Her arms bleeding at the elbow where
Miss Violet’s cutlass amputated her crushed
bones. Clean-clean, quick and sharp. The mill
tek weh her hands but Miss Violet saved her
body, bound her arms tight with rum to prevent
infection.
Mimba was a mill-feeder. She guided cane into
the greedy, grinding mouths of the wooden rollers motivated by the whirring sails that revolved; steady and constant proclaiming wealth
and industry. Pushing and pulling cane back
and forth extracting every last penny of juice.
The skill was knowing when to let go, but
skilled people get tired.
Now, Mimba encircles the old mill, like how
oxen once did; pulling treadmills in harvest season to aid production when the wind was down,
their hoofs a muted metronome beating the
ground.
The wind carries her voice as she laments the
old cane cutters song;

Mi waan guh a river lawd,
river run free,
work never done oh lawd
river run free
cut t’rough eart’ and stone
river run free
flow and find its home
Oh river tek me
Her truncated arms leaving a bloody trail, with
a bullet lodged in her forehead, Mimba circles
and searches, circles and sings.
The other enslaved people on Pleasant Hill
would leave kerosene lamps burning to help her
search and cups of rum to ease her efforts. They
did not fear Mimba, for she was one of their
own. It was Overseer John who had to fear.

“Old slaves weed the fields, picini slaves catch
rats that eat the samplings, the strong plant and
harvest, the skilled work the mill and curing
house. What use is a slave with no hands?...” is
what he said before shooting her; despite Mimba having his child, May.

Feature: Short Story - Fiction “Mimba’s Hands” by Ioney Smallhorne

The trouble started for him after Mimba died.
Each time he rode his horse-drawn-cart to
check field workers, he saw hands instead of
cane. The long stalks like the bones of fingers;
their knotted nodes like knuckles. The cane
cutters chopping them, leaving short stubs and
her blood would spill, over and over in his
mind.
Madness began to feast on him like maggots in
a starved mongrel dog left out to rot in the
day’s heat. He’d wake up in the dark belly of
night digging with hoe, searching for her
hands. Then, he started digging, bare face, in
the day, under the ferocity of the sky’s fire, like
a field slave. Mimba his overseer, and she mek
him wuk.
“...And I hear her singing, and the beat of the
oxen hoofs, and the whirring sails... day and
night they don’t stop...”
Mi waan guh a river lawd,
river run free,
work never done oh lawd

river run free
cut t’rough eart’ and stone
river run free
flow and find its home
Oh river tek me
He would cry to the Doctor, whose prescriptions proved no remedy for Massa John’s
mind.
Suspicious that May and Miss Violet were
working obeah; he ordered fifty lashes for Miss
V, and May was sold to the Doctor’s
friend. Soon, he started to see Mimba’s hands
on his plate instead of the nice-nice food he so
accustomed to eating. So, he stopped eating.
Until he was found dead in the mill with no
hands.
The old mill on Pleasant Hill, with time, disappeared under creeping vine. Its stone walls
crumbling; a fragmented structure, like passed
down memories of home, like families of enslaved people, like the languages they forbade
us speak.

***
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Feature: Poetry

The Sting
by S A Pilkington

Bright, hot summer’s day,
They sat out of the sun.

Snuggled together, daughter and mum.
Albums and books scattered around.
Radio playing familiar sound.
Told tales of what had been.
Of what was to come.

Looking at pictures, daughter and mum.
Grandad asleep Christmas hat on his head.
The cat and the dog asleep in her bed.
They laughed at the picture, Jack in the mud.
The cake and the time, did them both good.

They told of the future and summer in Wales.
Believing in fairies and other wild tales.
But the twist in this tale,
Brought a sting of great pain.
Her mother looked up.
And asked, what was her name.
The horror of time dragged them apart.
Not merely breaking, but smashing her heart.
Bright, hot summer’s day,
They sat out of the sun.
Snuggled together, daughter and mum.

IMAGE: Jane Langan

Feature: Flash Fiction

Mimicry
by Ben Lisle

IMAGE: Pexabay for Pexels

It had seemed like such an amusing little jape.
Buy a parrot, one with a real talent for mimicry,
and teach it a few key phrases.
" I
m i s s
m y
h a n d s . "
"Never break a promise to a witch."
"Please, you have to help me."
The young avian learned fast, motivated by a
steady diet of praise and treats, and soon it
would happily squawk out its party pieces without prompting. From its cage in the corner of
the cluttered room, surrounded by mystic curios, the sound of its voice would startle and unsettle visitors, often leading to nervous laughter
at the absurdity of it all. After all, it was just a
mimic, right? No real magic here, no such
thing. The sigils around it were fakes, and so
what if there was a pentagram just visible at the
bottom of the cage? The whole things was absurd. And yet… The experiment was a great
success, a triumph of a prank. Each bonus detail added over time just increased the hilarity,
and it wasn't as if the patterns and shapes did
anything anyway. Until they did.
You can't really remember how exactly it happened. There had been a... book. And chalk,
yes, tracing some new arcane rune. Something
that had been in the paper, a new kind of sorcery. It's so hard to remember now. No flash,
no blinding light, just the space of a blink and
now you were looking out of the bars. Your
body had vanished, disappeared without trace.
And now you were in here.
You'd tried squawking, screaming at those
who'd come. But they'd known the tricks you'd
played and written your shrieks of panic off as a
more advanced effort to get to them. Your
disappearance was noted, and a detective had

visited once.
You'd screeched and flapped to get his attention
until the world had gone dark when the cage
was covered. You'd croaked your new voice to
exhaustion, but no-one had cared. No-one listened to a prankster's parrot. And soon afterwards you had been sold, sent away to live in a
new house. Your owner had been warned
about your heritage, and paid no heed to your
cries for help, and soon you'd stopped trying.
There w as no p oi nt any m o re.
And then there was The Bird. The Bird was always there with you, scratching at your
thoughts. The Bird wanted a peanut. The Bird
wanted to play with the tinkly bell. The Bird
wanted to imitate the dog because the sound
confused the cat. The Bird wanted to be back in
control. At first it had been easy to ignore it, to
dismiss that part of your shared mind. You
were still a person trapped in a mental net, one
that you would soon escape. But as the months
and years had passed your resolve had weakened, your confidence dimming with each new
sunrise. The Bird would steer your thoughts,
make you want what it wanted, to hit the bell
with your beak so the Bird could listen to the
ring. Slowly, you forgot yourself. Your friends'
faces went, and now you wanted seed cake.
Your schooling disappeared, and in its place
you enjoyed a turn on your little swing. Your
children's voices faded, and you learned to copy
the telephone. You just want to hold your
wife...Want
your
wife...Want...
Polly wants a cracker.
***

Glimpse
by Jane Langan

I stare back at the old woman,
I glimpse in the shop window.
She is round where she was once flat,
slow moving.
Is she sick? Her face bloated.
She looks tired, her hair all angles,
sprouting.
No one sees her.
People bump and jostle.
She is like a stout bollard
all width,
in the way.
Eventually, she moves,

eyes down, floored,
knees aching, arms heavy,
carrying shopping not for her.
I move quickly to avoid my eyes, but then,
there is just a glimpse.

The Long Road From Babel
by Tai Galvao

‘Tarosvan’ or The Legends of Logres
Creative Non Fiction by Ruth Loten

IMAGE: Ruth Loten

‘Are we nearly there yet?’
I groaned. Arthur was awake.
‘No, sweetheart.’
‘How much longer will it take?’
‘Would you like a bacon sandwich?’ My
husband interrupted and I smiled gratefully at
him.
The offer was accepted, peaceful silence
settled over the back of the car again and I resumed listening to Bill Bryson’s Notes From A
Small Island. This was exactly why we’d set the
alarm for 3am and begun the long trek down to
Cornwall at 4 o’clock in the morning. We were
well over halfway and our youngest son had only just woken up. I calculated that once he’d eaten the sandwich, we’d have a maximum of
ninety minutes of him and Henry squabbling.
You’d think that at sixteen and almost six
there’d be enough of a gap for long car journeys
not to descend into ‘stop poking me’, ‘keep it on
your side of the car’ and my personal favourite,
‘Muuuuuummmmm, can you have a word.’
However, if you did, you’d be wrong! Most of
our family holidays begin in this way and so
we’ve learnt over the years that if we set off in
the middle of the night, we stand at least half a
chance of getting there without James and I
needing to reach for the gin bottle the moment
we arrive!
This year, however, was going to be a
holiday with a difference. A month earlier we’d
completed on our holiday flat and this was the
first time we were going to make use of it. I’d

spent the last month driving between North Essex and Cornwall every week, taking deliveries,
assembling furniture, cleaning and generally getting the flat ready so that we could actually use
it over the summer. Doing that whilst still trying
to ensure that everything ran smoothly at home
had been ‘interesting’ to say the least and I was
ready for a break.
We decided that if we were going to
make the most of both the flat and the area, we
needed to learn more about Cornwall and its
history. James and I both love the county and
would love to move there eventually and we felt
strongly that we needed to have as much of a
sense of Cornish heritage as we could. Although
it is part of England, there is also a feeling of
separateness about it. It has its own language for
a start, although we were both surprised and
alarmed to discover that there are less than a
thousand people who are fluent in Cornish and
only a few thousand more who could have a
basic conversation, or know the odd word.
However, when you consider that the last person who claimed Cornish as their first language
is traditionally believed to have died in 1777,
perhaps it is more astounding that it has survived at all and is now a growing language.
James decided he was going to add to the numbers, bought himself a book, downloaded an app
and started learning basic words and phrases. I
took on the task of learning about the history
and folklore of Cornwall and this is where the
twisted tales come in.

CNF “Tarosvan” by Ruth Loten

Until quite recently, whenever I thought
of Cornwall in literary terms, it was usually romantic comedies set in quaint Cornish villages,
Winston Graham’s Poldark or Susan Cooper’s
Over Sea Under Stone and Greenwitch. I’d read Rebecca years ago but had no idea it was based on a
real house in Cornwall. I stumbled across Jamaica Inn by accident when I was looking for an audiobook set in the county – I did a virtual walk
from Land’s End to John O’Groats and listened
to books set in the counties I was walking
through – and fell in love with it straight away.
The haunting opening lines so perfectly captured
both the scene and the essence of the book that I
knew immediately this was an author whose
writing I was going to adore.
However, it seems that romantic as Cornwall is portrayed – and it truly is – its real literary heritage may lie in the slightly less prosaic
ghost story. There are literally hundreds of these
things, as I discovered when I bought Michael
Williams’ Ghosts Around Bodmin Moor.
‘Did you know Jamaica Inn is meant to
be haunted?’ James was reading leaflets in preparation for the ‘flat folder’ we were putting together for when family and friends used it.
‘Pretty much everywhere in Cornwall
seems to be haunted,’ I said, waving Ghosts
Around Bodmin Moor at him. ‘And yes, everyone
knows Jamaica Inn is haunted.’
‘Well I didn’t,’ he said, looking a little
put out.
‘It was on Most Haunted years ago. We
should watch it.’
‘I don’t like scary things, Mum.’ Henry
suddenly took an interest in the conversation.
I smiled at him. ‘It’ll be fine, honestly.
Come on, it’ll be fun.’
He looked doubtful, but I found the episode on YouTube and we settled down to watch
it. It was hard to take it seriously when the mediums generally just repeated the stories we’d
already been told but with a few added embellishments. None of us completely dismiss the
idea of ghosts, but it wasn’t massively convincing. The only bit that was a little bit spooky was
when they were in the boiler room and that was
destroyed for us by the very northern accented
exclamation of, ‘Something touched me side!’
before they all sprinted for the exit. The boys
have always taken the mickey out of me for being northern and this became the catchphrase
every time we went to Jamaica Inn for a drink.
Someone would get poked and have to exclaim,
‘Something touched me side’ in an exaggerated

northern accent so we could all fall about laughing and pretend that we weren’t a little bit
spooked by the fact we were in a place with such
a ghostly reputation.
‘You know they do ghost hunting nights
here?’ I said.
Henry nodded. ‘I like the idea, but I
think I’d probably be heading for the door as
soon as there was a noise!’
Towards the end of the holiday, we decided to take a hike up Roughtor – a mere 400m
climb over rocks to the top.
‘Why this walk?’ James asked.
‘What do you mean?’ I frowned, puzzled.
‘All your walk suggestions have an ulterior motive. There’s always something you want
to see, or a story you want to be at the location
of. What’s this one?’
In fairness, he was perfectly correct. I
dragged the family across Fylingdale Moor in
pursuit of Dracula, we climbed up a huge hill in
Bath because I wanted to walk in the footsteps
of Catherine Morland and Henry Tilney, we’d
visited Jamaica Inn more times than I could
count simply because of Daphne Du Maurier
and the last time we’d been in Cornwall I took
them all on a very muddy route march around
Frenchman’s Creek in search of La Mouette and
her captain. Henry has still to forgive me for the
loss of his Skechers in the mud on that walk!
Roughtor was no exception. At the base of the
Tor is the memorial to Charlotte Dymond, probably one of the most famous of Cornwall’s
ghosts.
The eighteen-year-old Charlotte was
murdered near Roughtor Ford in 1844, allegedly
by her lover, Matthew Weeks. He was arrested
and hanged for her murder. His conviction
seems to have rested largely on his written confession. However, there is some doubt about
whether or not it was actually written by him.
Local people were outraged by this vicious attack on a young girl and collected the funds to
raise a memorial to her, which still stands near
to where she was found. The day of our walk
was beautifully sunny with lots of people
around. We saw the memorial, but couldn’t get
near it as it was fenced off. It was hard to imagine such a brutal act taking place in this stunning
location – whether Weeks was guilty or not,
someone slit Charlotte’s throat that day – but I
would imagine that in winter, at night, the moor
might take on a different feel and Charlotte’s
ghost is still said to walk the ground where she

CNF “Tarosvan” by Ruth Loten

was murdered. The impact of this tragic tale is
still felt today – as recently as 2015 locals raised
money to buy a headstone for her and the trial
of Matthew Weeks is one of the star attractions
at Bodmin Jail, where visitors get to vote on his
guilt.
Over the holidays, we had several more
encounters with supernatural – or at least with
stories of it – including at The Cathedral of the
Moor in Altarnun. I’d wandered away from the
boys to have a look at the graves and ended up
inside the church on my own. I’ve been in a lot
of empty churches over the years and generally
they’re quite peaceful places. In this one however, I definitely felt the weight of history pressing
down. I had the distinct feeling that it was waiting for something and although I wasn’t aware
that the church was haunted – I thought the
ghost was in the old rectory which we’d yet to
locate – there were patches of the church that
felt much colder and when I stood at the back I
felt decidedly odd – as though both the church
and I were waiting for something to happen. It’s
not a feeling I’ve often had before. The sunlight
outside was a welcome relief and I was greeted
there by an incredibly friendly local who took
me round the churchyard and pointed out the
graves of the vicar and his servant, who she told
me are said to haunt both churchyard and old
rectory. Her son, who like her is a sceptic, once

told her he’d seen a figure in the doorway when
he’d been on his own in the church, not far
from where I’d felt the cold. I’m still not convinced, but it was an uneasy feeling to hear the
coincidence in the location.
The most interesting thing for me about
all these ghost stories, is that in the summer holidays I always know I’m not going to get any
writing done. It’s just too difficult to find the
quiet time I need when all three of my boys are
at home and wanting my attention. This summer, although I didn’t get any actual writing
done, I did make copious notes about ideas for
new stories and novels based in Cornwall and
using many of the ghostly tales I’d read about as
a starting point. I reckon I’ve probably got
enough for a collection of short stories and at
least three novels, which should keep me going
for a while! All I need now is to find the time to
write them all, which reminds me of a conversation James and I had on the car journey home
at the end of the summer.
‘I’ve managed to sign Arthur up for
Kid’s Club, so if we need to use them before or
after school now, we can.’
‘That’s good,’ he replied absently. ‘Does
that mean we’ll be okay for when you go on the
writing retreat in March?’
‘Yes.’ I paused a moment. ‘Of course…
you do realise it also means that if I want to
have a few days to crack on with some writing
in peace, I can book him into it and go down to
the flat on my own and have my own mini retreat.’
Out of the corner of my eye, I swear I
saw his skin go a shade paler and a slight sheen
of perspiration cover his face.
‘Erm… are you planning to do that soon
then?’
‘Not really, it was just a thought. Why?’
‘Arthur.’
The boy in question piped up from the
back of the car. ‘You said my name. Did you
want me?
‘No, darling. You carry on watching
your film.
‘OK. Are we nearly there yet?’
Bibliography
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The Linear Family
by Ken Smith
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I can’t remember when I first noticed them.
I see them from my first-floor window: The Linear Family. Always they walk in line, a thin,
jagged procession; each member several yards
apart, forming a broken column. Always at the
head is the mother: a short woman in too-tight
clothes. She walks quickly, an expression of urgency on her face, suggesting that it’s important
for her to be in control of what follows her and
of where she’s going; and that she’s afraid that
control will slip away. She leans back a little, as
if an unseen hand is pushing into the middle of
her spine, propelling her onwards.
Behind come four small girls in identical pink
dresses and oversized spectacles. They follow
their mother in descending order of height and
seemingly age. They run to keep up, a mixture
of cheerfulness and despair in their voices as
they call out their thoughts and enquiries about
the world and their eager requests. Once or
twice, their mother twists back towards them
and shouts a brief response; but mostly they are
ignored as she determinedly leads the way, setting out the trajectory they must follow.
At the end of the line walks a tall, lean man,
roughly textured like sandpaper, carrying a
heavy bag in each hand. Their reluctant father.
His hair is cropped and his nose sharp. On his
face is a half-smile, making him appear cheerfully distracted, though it’s a smile that tells you he
is someone it’s best not to cross. He’s nervous.

Behind that smile, he balances on the edge of
anger. Around his left arm a dragon tightly
winds itself, painted in green and burnished
brown, hungry like a devouring charm.
Every day through the year, in the late afternoon, they come. The seasons change around
them; but their procession never ceases – the
Linear Family. I can’t say if they are on their
way home or looking for a new destination.
They pass out of view, behind a tree that stands
at the roadside a little way down the street, from
which they never emerge. I tell myself that I am
getting used to seeing them and to seeing them
disappear, but I never quite manage to forget
them, never quite get used to their fleeting appearances. Expecting them, watching them, is
unsettling, like waiting for a broken clock to
stop.
Every day they come. And as the seasons
change, so the light of the day dims earlier and
earlier, until they process along the street in
darkness. And as the darkness transforms what
was afternoon into evening, I notice how the
Linear Family takes on a curious luminosity,
more than the light given to them by the streetlamp under which they pass. They seem to
glow and in the dimly shining spaces between
them, I can see now that they are not alone.
Entwined among them, but unseen by them,
walks a second procession, formed of skeletal
figures. Each of these figures wears a costume,
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at the extremities of which protrude the fleshless
bones of feet and hands and neck and skull.
They are dressed as priest, policewoman, barrister, soldier, nurse, some in less formal clothes
that suggest other humbler or more ambiguously defined occupations. As they become more
visible, I can hear a very faint music, fracturing
the winter silence, to which they skip and gyrate. Together they form a random sample of
privileges, aspirations and misfortunes that convey, in the mix and struggle of their dance, a
sickening futility.
Seemingly infected by the motion of the interweaving figures, the Linear Family starts to
sway. Mother, girls and father begin to dance.
Perhaps they have always been dancing and I’ve
just not noticed before. The light they shed
shines on their skeletal companions, whose
darkness draws out their light and sucks it

away, so that all the figures start to ebb and flow
in and out of visibility. Next to the mother another skeletal form appears, in bow tie and tails,
waving a baton in the air to mark the time. He
is joyful and laughing and urges them all on.
The sound of the music brings back a childhood
memory, of pipes and drums, another unnerving procession seen through a different window.
As I watch them, time becomes for me at once
halting and endless, uncertain, circular, monstrous.
They dance briskly, the Linear Family, in their
ever-repeating procession, oblivious of unclaimed futures and mislaid pasts, always returning; they hurry towards their inexorable,
unknowable fate – just like us all.
***

Don’t Tell The Priest
by Jonathan Willmer

IMAGE: Jane Langan

‘Who did you tell?’
‘No one. You said not to.’
There it came again, the rapping at the
door. Louder this time. Loren shrunk away from
it, to the wall at the back, where the light from
the fire didn’t reach. There was light there, but
only in thin shards, in the gaps between the timbers. It was the only sign it was day. Isaac’s eyes
drifted again to the thing in the corner of the
hut. Every time he looked, there was the same
shock as the first time he saw it. It never got normal.
‘Might be Peter,’ said Loren. ‘Might be
Carol. Carol said she’d be bringing some onions
round.’
‘It isn’t Peter or Carol,’ hissed Isaac. ‘It’s
the priest.’
Loren flinched at the word. ‘I never told
the priest.’
‘You said you never told no one.’
Too long passed before Loren said anything, so Isaac knew.
‘Doesn’t matter who you tell,’ he said.
‘People talk.’
Third time now, the knock came.
‘Why must it be the priest then?’

‘It’s the tapping. It’s a ring or a staff on the
wood, it isn’t skin. Peter or Carol haven’t any
rings or staffs. It’s the priest.’
There came his voice now, through the
wood. ‘Isaac? Loren? It’s Father William. I did-

n’t find you on the fields so I thought you must
be here.’ The priest’s voice was assured and
kind. ‘I’m concerned.’
‘He knows we’re in. Smoke’s coming out,’
Loren whispered.
Isaac walked over the hard mud and straw
and pulled the door open. After the dark of the
hut, the white daylight around the priest made
him look holy. Isaac blinked and squinted.
‘Father,’ he said.
‘Isaac.’ The smile on the priest’s fat ruddy
face was broad. ‘I was starting to think you didn’t want me here.’ The priest laughed.
‘Oh no,’ said Isaac. He looked down at the
floor. ‘No, not that.’
‘Well?’
Isaac looked up at the priest.
‘Will you let me in?’
Isaac tried to smile but he could only grimace. He stepped back into the hut and let the
priest pass.
The priest stood in front of the fire. The
fire was in the middle of the hut, under the hole
in the roof. Not all the smoke got away through
the hole. The hut was smoky, and the light didn’t get all the way to the corners. There was no
need to panic. The priest wouldn’t spot the thing
in the corner. Isaac wanted to say so to Loren,
but he couldn’t with the priest there. He wondered what the priest knew.
Isaac was still standing near the door. He
wondered whether he should go and stand right
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in front of the thing in the corner, to block the
priest’s view of it. Or whether he should stand
across the room from it, to draw the priest’s eye
away. For want of deciding, he didn’t move an
inch.
Loren came forward from the back wall
and into the light. ‘Hello Father,’ she said.

‘Loren! I haven’t seen you around the village lately. You’re all right I hope?’
‘Yes Father. I’m well enough.’
Maybe he knew nothing, maybe that’s all
he came for.
‘Good. Good.’ The priest looked into the
fire for a long time. He didn’t move. He looked
like he was deciding how to say something.
He drew a breath. He held it for a moment
before he spoke.
‘I was talking to Ruth yesterday.’ He said
it like it was only small talk.
Isaac looked over at Loren. Of all the people in the village she might’ve told.
‘I said to Ruth I hadn’t seen you in a
while. Said I was worried. And Ruth said she’d
seen you, Loren. Said she talked to you not long
ago, at the well.’
The priest looked through the fire at her.
His face, through the flames and riddled with
grog blossoms, looked perfectly red.
‘Said you’re in a bit of trouble.’
Loren didn’t talk and neither did Isaac.
‘Something I might be able to help you
with.’
The priest looked about the hut. Casual,
like he was looking around for a child who was
hiding out of shyness.
‘I don’t know what you mean, Father.’
Loren couldn’t keep her voice breezy like the
priest could. It wavered a bit above a whisper
and it didn’t fool anyone.
‘Haven’t seen your cow out on the pasture
for a while, Isaac.’

‘Cow died two months back.’
‘Ah yes. I remember. Good age, wasn’t
she?’
‘Decent. Twelve or so.’
‘Hmm. Two months.’

The priest started to make a very slow circuit of the hut. He walked around the fire, but
his attention was on the walls. Isaac watched the
priest. There was a chance he would walk past
the thing in the corner without seeing it. There
was still a chance he didn’t know.
‘Long time to go without milk. Henry’s
had calves. Month or so ago. He’s been looking
to get get rid of a couple.’
‘Not looking at the moment.’
‘No? You’re looking thin.’ The priest
paused his circuit to look at each of them in
turn. ‘You’re both looking thin.’
When the priest came round to Loren’s
side of the fire, she saw that his heavy black robe
was crusty with mud from the knees down. The
fire showed up in the fat gold ring on his right
hand, so it looked like his finger was ringed with
flame. And on top of his head, his thinning
white hair thrust away in all directions. He
looked frightening, and Isaac had told her he
was a dangerous man, but when he spoke, his
genial baritone still put her at ease.
‘I spoke to Henry as well. Week or two
ago.’ The priest paused, and when he wasn’t
speaking, there was only the cracking of the fire
and the soft shuffling of his feet on the mud and
straw. ‘Said you took one of his calves. Week
after it was born.’
‘Ah,’ said Isaac. ‘Ah, yes. We did. Had to
give it back.’
‘He told me that too. You know it died?’
‘Ah. No, Father, I didn’t know that.’
‘Never the same, so Henry said. Wouldn’t
eat or sleep or sit down even. Henry says it
wouldn’t blink. Died a few days later.’

‘I am sorry to hear that.’
The priest stopped walking and then there
was just the crackle of the fire. ‘Is this where you
kept the cow?’
Isaac couldn’t get a word out. Instead he
did a sort of grunt.
The priest looked into the corner for a long
time. Isaac and Loren looked too. Because they
were used to it being there, they knew what to
look for. It took the priest longer to make it out,
in the darkness.
Isaac could only see the back of the priest,
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but it was enough. He saw his shoulders arch,
and he saw him step back a pace, and he knew
that the priest had seen it.
The corner was dark, but the shape of the
dead cow was black. It was black even at night,
when there was no light at all, so that Isaac and
Loren had realised they had never seen black at
all, before the cow died.
They should have killed the cow a year
before, when its udders started to dry up, but
Loren was attached, and so was Isaac, if he was
honest. So they left it, and they woke up one
morning to find it dead in its bed in the corner.
There had been no confusing it for a sleeping cow. It was twisted and contorted. Its neck
was thrown back. Its eyes were wide and its
mouth was open. Its front legs we thrown forward and its hind legs were splayed, and its
back was arched terribly. It looked like it had
died violently, but nothing had woken Isaac or
Loren in the night.
The two of them had carried the dead cow
out into the grey dawn. It was stiff like it was
frozen. They buried it in the copse. There was
something about the cow they didn’t want anyone in the village to see.
When they came back to the hut, the cow
was not gone.
‘My God,’ whispered the priest. His voice
now was neither kind nor assured. He looked
round at Loren, and then at Isaac, and then
back at the black form of the cow. It was the
shape of the cow when it died, but all black, not
like a shadow, but an imprint, like the cow was
stamped on the air.
Neither of them had slept much since.
Loren said she was scared of it getting inside
her. Isaac said what will it do, go up your nose?
Neither of them had laughed.
The priest moved a step closer to it.
‘Devil’s been at work here.’
This was why Isaac wouldn’t tell the
priest. Maybe the priest could get rid of it, but
he knew he’d say they were devils and witches,
and they weren’t. They farmed their patch, like
everyone else.
The priest turned away from the thing in
the corner. His head span between both of
them, and his face, already red from the heat
and the light of the fire, looked crimson. Isaac

thought that it would certainly explode.
‘Devil’s work,’ the priest said again. The
compassion in his voice was gone. There was
only fear and anger. Fear and anger, sitting one
on each shoulder and whispering one in each
ear. It was what he spat from the pulpit at every
Sunday sermon, and it was just behind every
kind word he spoke.
‘I never thought it of you, Loren.’ He
turned to Isaac. ‘And you,’ he said.
‘Harbouring a witch.’
Neither of them said anything. There was
no point defending themselves. No point telling
him they had nothing to do with it. The priest’s
mind was made up. Loren had tried to bring the
cow back from the dead, and it went wrong.
People in the village had been drowned for less.
A good priest would have tried exorcising
the thing in the corner. But theirs was a bad
priest. He preferred to use his power on people.
He looked at Loren.
‘You’ll be hanged,’ he said.
He turned to Isaac.
‘Both of you.’
The two stayed quiet. The fire cracked
and threw a cluster of sparks into the room. At
the noise, Loren lunged forward and pushed the
priest with both arms. She wasn’t strong, but
the priest wasn’t ready for it. He didn’t fall, he
only stumbled back a step. Not even a step, but
his right foot landed squarely in the black form.
He stood there like that for a second, one leg
behind the other, his right foot lost inside the
black gloom. His eyes opened wide and he
drew a breath sharply. He shifted his right foot
out of the black. The black swirled around like
it was mist, and settled back as it was. It had
done the same when they tried to put the new
calf there.
The priest stood straight. He looked dead
ahead. There wasn’t any fear or anger in his
eyes any more. There didn’t seem to be much of
anything.
***

The Wolf in the Bath
by Robin Adams

A Bumpy Ride to Heaven
by Alain Li Wan Po

IMAGE: Fabian Wiktor for Pexels

The one-line cryptic WhatsApp message read,
‘Have you heard about Paul’s wife?’ No, I had
not heard about Virginie! When I did, I needed
fresh air, time to recover, time for reflection. It
was about 5.30 pm that October day when I
walked down the concrete steps that led straight
to the beach from the Mauritius villa where I
was staying. The sun, which had lost its searing
daytime fire, wrapped its balmy arms around
my shoulders as if to say it’ll be alright. The sun
worshippers had mostly decamped to get ready
for dinner. Those left were waiting to see the
final crescent of the sun dip into the shimmering
sea against the psychedelic orange of the sky; a
sight to stir the soul. Here and there were people
praying, some to the sun, others to gods or spirits, some alone, others in small groups.
‘I saw Jesus rise in the horizon in a brilliant white silver-lined shroud,’ my friend Paul
told me once.
The last time I visited the island before
the WhatsApp’s message was a year earlier. I
had come to act as best-man for Paul’s wedding
to Virginie, a mutual friend, one of the prettiest
girls on the island. They were well matched;
both intelligent, both in well-paid jobs, both
with inherited wealth. There was a nice, beautifully located, freshly redecorated and spacious
house, ready for the groom to take his bride
across the threshold. At the wedding there was
an embarrassment of good things to say about
them. There was no need to invent, no need to

add fiction to reality. My only slight embarrassment was when I was standing in church witnessing their exchange of vows in the name of
God, in whom I had long stopped believing.
From the intensity with which they looked at
each other, it was clear that Paul and Virginie
were deeply in love, that any god and any spirit
would look after them, and that they would
have an idyllic life together, and they did, at
least for a while.
The sojourn in heaven can be transient
sometimes. Paul and Virginie were readying
themselves for their first wedding anniversary,
planning a long overseas holiday including visiting me in England, when tragedy struck. Sudden
death, the coroner said. Young women do not
die of heart attacks. Virginie did.
Paul became unhinged. He was naked
and had a distant stare when he opened the door
to the ambulancemen. They helped him dress.
He refused to return to his house, once of idyll,
now of too much pain. He would not allow anyone to intrude, locking his house up for good.
He rented a small cottage, perhaps better described as a wreck, not too far from the villa
where I was staying.
‘We sometimes see him. He refuses to
speak to us, and does not even seem to recognise
us,’ one friend said. ‘Scruffy looking, and so
sad,’ said another. ‘You’d think he was one of
the beggars in town near the marketplace.’ Di-
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shevelled and almost emaciated, Paul would sit
staring out to sea in a fathomless world of his
own. My emails remained unanswered, as did
those of my friends.
As I was walking along the beach on this
second visit, I was gripped with a sudden desire
to see my old friend. Lonely pensive walks do
such things to you. I cut my walk short and
jumped into my car heading for his cottage. It
was no more than ten minutes away but as it
was set back from the road, I had to walk another five minutes before I saw the hut, much shabbier than even I had imagined from my friends’
descriptions. The wooden battens that served as
a door appeared unhinged, and the thatch had
slid down to the ground in some places.
‘Paul? Paul?’ I called, some ten yards away
from the door, hesitating before I proceeded further by slow steps. I looked through the gaps between the loose battens. It was dark inside, darker than the dusk that was closing in. When my
eyes adjusted, I saw some matting on the floor,
an old wicker chair, a DIY pine table with two
dented and encrusted aluminium pots, a chipped
enamel dinner plate, a pock-marked metal mug,
and a half-stick of bread.
‘Hello. What are you looking for?’
The voice that came from behind startled me. I
turned and saw Paul, haggard, dirtier, face unshaven for long, clothes tattered, but him for
sure, flesh and bones, mostly bones.
‘Paul!’ I exclaimed, loud enough to scare
the whole neighbourhood of tropical birds, as I
rushed towards him, but then stopped abruptly
for fear of knocking him down to the ground as
he showed no reaction or sign of recognition.
He had none of the smile that used to lighten his
face permanently when I saw him at his wedding five years earlier. He had aged fifteen,
maybe twenty, years with thinning grey hair,
almost bald. He lifted his right arm slowly and
placed it on my left shoulder.
‘I am glad you came. I have a favour to
ask. I have been waiting for four years.’
As there was not enough sitting room in his hut,
we sat on a log just outside. He stood up again
almost immediately heading for his hut.
‘Would you go to my house and pick up
something for me?’ he asked. ‘You were my best
man.’
I promised to go the next day. Friends had told
me that his house was haunted, so spooky and

of such terrifying repute that even burglars had
kept away from it. On the paradise island, empty houses were ransacked within days. Paul’s
had been unvisited for four years. Believing in
neither god nor ghost, I would have gone to
Paul’s house that evening, but it was dark, and
the house was a good hour and a half drive
away.
The following day, I set off after lunch
when the traffic was less dense as I needed to
cross the capital, Port-Louis, before reaching the
house in Rose-Hill in the middle of the island. It
was three o’clock when I got to the gate, once
painted in shiny black enamel, now chipped and
rusty. The path of granite blocks was overgrown
with weeds and the two patches of lawn on either side had merged with the flower borders. A
rose bush with hips of many a year was defiant
with its fungus-infested leaves and thorny,
bendy stems. Dandelions were juggling for space
with nettles and brambles. Some of the wooden
tiles had fallen off the roof to beat down the
weeds. Threatening Black Widows were spinning their webs on the thorny blackberries and
flashing their shiny, black, red-spotted bulbous
bums. Layers of paint, once brilliant white, now
mossy brown, black and grey, were flaking off
the frames of the door and windows to leave
cracks that sank deep into the bleached wood. A
huge badamier with its large leaves shaded the
house to add to the gloom. Hitchcock would
have been happy with this setting. As I unlatched the gate, a neighbour poked his head out
of his stone-walled gate some twenty feet away
but immediately rushed back without saying a
word or waving, as if I were a ghost. I slid the
key into the lock, surprisingly still smooth as I
twisted, but the door was jammed. The frame
had swollen with the moisture that had seeped
into the naked wood. I push hard, once, twice. It
yielded on the fourth heavier shoulder. It was
dark inside. All the blue velvet curtains were
drawn, and the side windows were shut closed
with both layers, the outer usually only when
cyclones threatened. I still remembered the layout of the house from my previous visit in happier times. The living room came first. The sofa
was still as I remembered it, but the leather was
dusty and had cracked and lost its shine. Cobwebs were in all corners. Two empty cups and
Albert Camus’ La Peste were on the teak coffee
table. The musty smell was invasive, an odd
mixture of mushroom and sawdust. It was then
that I sensed the sepulchral chill of the room.
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‘The envelope is in the left-hand sidedrawer of the bed,’ Paul had said.
I headed for the master bedroom right at
the back. I remembered that you could see the
mountains through the large sliding door that
led to the garden. The storm shutters were
drawn making the bedroom even darker than
the living room. Near the door was an expensive
wheel-on travel bag. Samsonite. I went to my
right across to the left of the bed towards the
side-drawer. On the floor near the foot of the
bed were a scarlet silk bathrobe and a black lacy
bra; a little further along, matching knickers and
some men’s briefs; Pierre Cardin. On the bed,
sex toys. The remains of a wild morning of
pleasure that ended so tragically, I thought to
myself. I recalled being told that Paul was naked
when, distraught, he opened the door to the ambulancemen. I sidestepped the clues and opened
the drawer to find the envelope, exactly as Paul
had described it – Thin white glossy cardboard
wallet with IATA and its blue logo printed on it.
Out of respect, I slid it into the inside left breast
pocket without looking inside. The room grew
even colder. I could sense a presence. Did I
leave the front door open? Had somebody
walked in? I closed the drawer and was making
my way out when I saw a sleek woman with
long shiny black hair sitting on the other side of
the bed, clothed in a white satin dressing gown,
looking the other way.
‘Would you be kind enough to put my
undies in my travel case?’ asked the woman in a
gentle voice without turning towards me. It was
unmistakably Virginie’s voice. Surprisingly, her
voice made me less tense, easing the pounding
of my heart.
‘Virginie?’ I enquired. There was no answer, but I could hear thunder in the distance.
Weird, I thought, as the weather was not bad
when I first arrived. I gathered all the trappings
of desire into the case and zipped it shut. I was
going to carry it to Virginie when a sudden
blinding flash lit the bedroom, as if a blade of
fire had seared through the roof. When I readjusted my eyes, Virginie was gone. There was no
damage to the ceiling.
I was shaken but not frightened. Tricks of
imagination, I said to myself when I carefully
locked up the house, closed the gates and headed north. The dull late October sun was still trying to peek through the grey sky, but only succeeded to throw some lighter patches. No sign of
stormy weather though. It was still light when I

got back to Paul’s hut. He came to greet me at
the door and thanked me without inviting me in
or joining me outside. He flicked the wallet
open, and I could see what looked like some air
tickets. There was a hint of a smile in his weathered face.
For the next four evenings, I went back
to Paul’s hut armed with sandwiches for us
both. He was nowhere to be found. No one remembered seeing him. The assistant at the local
shop he visited occasionally for his meagre
needs had not seen him. She knew the ‘poor
man.’ I went to the local police station but again
drew a blank. I drove to his old house to check if
he might have moved back, but it looked as
abandoned as when I last saw it. I rubbed the
dust off one of the window panes to peer inside.
The sitting room was in the same state. The two
cups and Camus were still there.
My holidays had come to an end. All
good and bad things have an end. I had just
been waved through passport control at
Heathrow Terminal Four when I was stunned
by Virginie’s commanding voice. I looked back
and, in the distance that would normally have
been beyond earshot, saw Paul and Virginie as
smartly dressed as in their happier days. I waved
and wished them bon voyage, smiling to myself.
Virginie had her travel case with her; the one I
helped pack.
***
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The Art Lover
by Maggie Small

A psychologist once asked me: ‘If you were a
colour, which would it be?’ I had no trouble
with that one: the colour of blood. Not the
bright, arrogant scarlet of arterial blood, pumping a body dry in a matter of minutes, garish and
vulgar, but the more subdued shade of a darkly
oozing wound, veering to a rich maroon as it
dries. Beautiful. Of course I haven’t had the
pleasure of observing and comparing these nuances at leisure for many years now.

other reason.

My lawyer, a court-appointed boy fresh
out of law school and full of abolitionist zeal,
wears green socks with a lozenge pattern - hideous. He means well, but I clearly have no mitigating circumstances at all, unless you count a
weakness for artistic innovation. ‘Why did you
do it?’ he kept asking. I couldn’t remember any

It won’t be a festival of polychrome,
though - merely another second-rate study in
black and white, uninspired and over-rehearsed;
a tableau vivant of no aesthetic merit whatsoever.

There’s the warder peering through the spy
-hole again. His job is to make sure I don't deprive them of the ultimate spectacle: the family
arrayed behind the glass on those cheap chairs,
the starched-white figure of the attendant doctor
standing to one side, the pale glint of a syringe…
they’re all like me; interested in killing. They’re
going to get to do it soon, too. The show opens
tomorrow morning, before dawn.

***

Violation
by Suzanne L. Burn

A beautiful afternoon in early September, saw
Ellie picking a careful route amongst ancient
graves. She wore a high necked black maxi dress
which gave little concession to the late summer
heat, with her blond hair scraped back severely
into a tight bun. She would never gratify a man
again.
Her expensive camera felt heavy as she reached
a newer headstone set close to the church wall.
She paused, and gazed up at a winged creature
carved high into the blackened façade of St
Mary’s. The Gargoyle screamed silently into the
void, its face frozen into a terrified rictus, mirroring the tragedy of her youth.
‘You can do this.’ Her brother Nathan’s
voice echoed through her mind. ‘You haven’t
built a career in investigative journalism by shying away from challenges.’
She knelt down and gently touched the small
headstone in front of her, the granite cool
against her skin, the inscription simple:
Baby Johnson
2am 10th October 1988 – 3.15am 10th October 1988.

Nobody had given her the choice of where he
would be laid to rest. Nobody cared. They were
all complicit in her suffering, shaming her almost to breaking point. She couldn’t cry anymore, there was just a hard knot of anger in her
chest which made her catch her breath. She was
just sixteen when Father Liam violated her trust
and her body inside the Church, only four yards
from where she now knelt. The memory of that

night was ingrained on her psyche, Father
Liam’s cruelty was perpetuated through her baby’s grave, and she raised her head towards the
Gargoyle once more.
‘He used to tell me that you would protect
me from sin’ she whispered, and then checked
her watch, confirmation class would soon be
over.
Young female voices drifted towards her, as she
took the lichen covered path round to the West
door.
‘Ellie? Ellie Johnson?’ Two teenage girls
approached her, but kept glancing back towards
the West door.
‘Yes, oh Caitlyn and Sara, I’m so relieved
to meet you both at last’, said Ellie, ‘are you
sure you’re ready to go through with what we’ve
discussed by phone? The last thing I want to do,
is to put any sort of pressure on you.’
‘We’re more than ready,’ said Sara, ‘that
bastard needs to be brought down!’
‘Wait for me around the corner, stay out of
sight,’ said Ellie softly, and she prepped her
camera as she strode towards the door. Father
Liam appeared in the doorway with his arm
around another girl’s shoulders.
‘Still acting inappropriately around your
pupils Liam? You don’t remember me, do you,
but you will when my testimony and those of
two more of your victims, are read out in court.
Smile for the camera.’
***

Twisting Shapes I
Egg tempera on craft paper by Anne Hill

The Jungbots of Frontier Scotland
by Dini Armstrong

“Where the hell have you been?” Duncan wiped the sweat off his forehead and briefly
tapped his wrist implant. The release mechanism buzzed the door open, just long enough
for Alban to join him inside the lab.
“I was stuck in the cupboard,” he said.
“Couple of randy co-workers. Tried not to look
but that was some freaky stuff. Thank Christ he
didnae last long. No sure I could’ve stomached
any mair.”
Duncan raised an eyebrow. Now a
cleaner, Alban had access to the Frontier Scotland building. However, he had no permission
to enter the nanotech lab, and any attempt to
use his own implant would have triggered an
alarm.
“Glad to hear you are able to stomach
drilling a hole in my forehead,” Duncan mumbled.
“Nae worries, pal,” Alban retorted, “not
much in there to damage anyway.”
They had to finish the trepanning procedure before the night shift arrived at eleven pm.
That gave them exactly forty-eight minutes.
“I don’t want to come across as thick,
like, but have you considered just injecting the
little buggers into your veins?”
Duncan explained. The Jungbots had to
be injected directly into the brain tissue. Other
methods had been tried but failed as even nanotechnology was too large to pass through the
blood brain barrier. He took a swig of malt
whisky straight from the bottle, the peaty kind,
twenty-six years old. Alban stretched out his
hand, but Duncan refused, clutching the bottle.
“You’ve got to be kidding me, pal.”
“Fair enough,” Alban said. “I’d rather

have some real Irn Bru anyway.”
Duncan laughed. “Fat chance.”
The other employees of the Frontier
Scotland lab had left at six pm, giving Duncan
enough time to sterilise a drill bit, only marginally thicker than the needle on the syringe he
had prepared. He walked over to the sink and
washed his hands. He had learned the procedure from re-runs of Scottish Superhospital, an
old TV series in which surgeons still had to
prep for surgery. He scrubbed each arm first,
then worked his way over the sides of each finger, before cleaning his nails with a small file.
The doctors on TV would then ask a scrub
nurse to help them don the sterile gown and
gloves. No nurse for Duncan. No anaesthetist
either, for that matter. Alban was standing by
the window, observing tourists on Freedom
Square, meandering in T-shirts and short strapless sundresses; the blistering summer heat
would linger on until much later. Most locals
would have returned home by now.
Frontier Scotland had begun human
trials three weeks ago, and all participants, all
diagnosed as terminal, had volunteered, enticed
by the promise of a fat cheque for the families
they left behind. The procedure of inserting
nanobots was quite safe and had been successfully trialled on primates.
“Pass me the …,” he began, but, hesitating, he put the gloves on by himself, struggling
to pull the thin biodegradable material over his
moist skin.
“Wash your hands,” he commanded.
Duncan had tried to carry out the procedure by himself last night, without success. He
had looked into the mirror, raised the drill like
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a gun and pointed it at a spot he had just
cleaned with an alcoholic swab, half a centimetre above his eyebrows. It was difficult to keep
the point steady at this angle and he’d decided
instead to support the drill with both hands and
work the on-switch with his right thumb. He’d
thought of Mhairi. Fifteen years old, smiling,
dressed in her Taekwondo kit. She would have
been furious to know that this was the photo the
media had circulated for the past six months,
since February 25th, 2030. He’d been surprised
to find that he no longer had any emotional response to the image and was incapable of conjuring any other. He had started to shake uncontrollably, forcing him to go back to plan A and
involve Alban. What if he passed out? What if
he didn’t find his way back?
“Talk me through this,” Alban said.
“I’ve programmed them to take me to the
day before she disappeared,” said Duncan.
“February 23rd,” stated Alban without
hesitation.
“Exactly. If this works.”
No one at Frontier Scotland had any idea
that he had adapted their precious nanobots,
originally designed to connect the human brain
with a super-cloud, allowing to not only upload
thoughts but to also download an unlimited
amount of knowledge, creating a collective unconscious. Hence the brand name: Jungbots. It
was considered a minor setback that seventyeight percent of the volunteers had committed
suicide within a week of the trial. Duncan, senior nanotechnologist, was the first to spot the
potential of using bots to seek out specific memories within the brain and reactivate them, essentially allowing the user to relive a specific
moment from their life. He was aware of the
commercial ramifications of his discovery, but
for now, he had to keep it secret, avoiding medical trials and stringent procedures which would
inevitably be enforced to protect the patent.
“So how is this going to work? Like
watching a movie or something?”
“No, we perceive the world around us as
real because our nerves take in sensory information and our brain puts the whole thing together as our reality. The bots will activate all of
the sensory information as well, so it should feel
and smell and taste just like a real experience.”
“Fuck,” Alban stated, matter-of-factly.
“You’ve just gone and invented time travel, old
man. Can you change what happened? Can you,
you know, can you …?”
“Bring her back?”

Alban nodded.
“No.” He paused. “The bots can only
activate what’s already in my memory bank. I
think it will be a bit like time travel, but I can’t
do anything new. What I can do is pay attention.”
With any luck he would be able to observe details with much more care than he did
the first-time round. When he thought he would
have an entire future with Mhairi. When he
took it all for granted.
“And can you come back any
time you want?”
“Ah, now there’s where you come
in. I need you to ‘hang up’ for me, so to say.”
He handed Alban a small device. Alban inspected it. It was a taser, the label read Strathclyde Police.
“You are kidding me, really? Is
this from the twentieth century?”
Duncan nodded. “I am afraid it’s the only way I could think of. Hopefully I will come
up with something else soon.”
He sat down on the reclined
chair, bum first, careful not to touch anything
with his gloved hands. Next to him he had arranged the drill and syringe on a clean towel.
“Get on wi’ it, lad,” he joked,
“quit cuttin’ aboot the toon aa day.”
The vibrations of the drill in his skull
made him feel nauseous but, somehow, he managed not to throw up. There was a brief cracking
sound and then a pulling sensation when Alban
tried to pull the drill back out. Just put it in reverse, he wanted to say, but then he noticed the
beautiful light flooding in through the window.
It shimmered on Alban’s black hair, he wanted
to stroke it, so soft, so smooth.
“Haud still just now,” Alban commanded. You are beautiful, he wanted to say, you are
so shiny. Alban lifted the syringe, it glistened in
the light, just full of clear fluid, lovely clear silky
fluid. He wanted to drink it. He wanted to …
“So, can I?” Duncan heard Mhairi plead,
before he noticed that his eyes were already
open. His vision was surprisingly sharp, more
acute than in real life somehow. His hands were
on a steering wheel. Funny how long it had taken him to stop doing that and let the auto drive
take over. It was not until after the worst had
happened that he was finally able to let go of the
controls, plus he wanted no distractions in case
his communicator was activated. That didn’t
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mean he trusted the new vehicles, if you could
call them that. Especially since they were no
longer using electricity pods but instead generated the charge from thin air, using a tank full of
geobacter. After the Coronavirus pandemic in
the early twenties, many had been wary of using
bacteria in their tanks, but it had been the breakthrough that had given Scotland a place on the
table as one of the richest EU nations. Thankfully, they had already broken away from Westminster at that point, just years before England
had been taken over by the totalitarian regime
of the WhitBrit party. Duncan called them the
Shit-Wits. That, and Scotland’s continued EU
membership, had enticed business away from
England. In addition to this, President Sturgeon
had made the right choice in focussing on the
development of renewables and IT; she had
cleverly noticed that Scotland, other than drier
countries, would be able to provide the moisture
rich-environment that was necessary for the geobacter-drive to work efficiently.
Oh god, there was Mhairi, on the passenger seat, her eyes wide open, mascara still clumsy, eye shadow too thick and too colourful, an
unsettling contrast to her school uniform.
You’re beautiful as you are, he wanted to say, I
miss you, I am sorry I wasn’t there. Where are
you? Instead, his lips, throat and jaws formed
the words:
“I don’t know, girl. Who else is
there?”
Mhairi shrugged. “Just a couple
of my pals, I guess.”
“Any boys?” Duncan asked.
“Dad, you are so old-fashioned!”
He had forgotten how often they had argued
this point. Binary gender definitions were no
longer used, and yet she had come out as cisgender. Choosing one side over another, there
was a stigma to that. Maybe it was because
when her mum died, Mhairi had inherited her
wedding dress, and Duncan had one day caught
her trying it on. Not that many people married
anymore. Most opted for that new-fangled co-

hab agreement, which automatically expired
after five years, unless it was renewed.
“So, can I go? I promise I’ll be
home before eleven.” Duncan noticed that
Mhairi seemed nervous. Her hands were in her
lap and she was fiddling with her communicator
scar, running her index finger over the bump
under her skin, as if she was expecting it to activate. Handheld mobile devices had been banned
in 2025, when it was found that their addictive
properties were too damaging for productivity,
health and relationships. Even birth rates had
plummeted to a dangerous low. A different part
of his brain remembered the look of the bloodstained chip in the evidence bag and shuddered.
It was all they found.
His head turned and he noticed a
woman crossing the road. She had long shapely
legs and her skirt was just a little too short. Focus, he wanted to shout at himself, focus!
“Da?” he heard Mhairi’s voice.
“Oh, sure, whatever,” he heard himself say. The
woman was wearing a blouse and a gust of
wind exposed her breasts for the fraction of a
second. But Duncan was prepared for this. He
had replayed and replayed this memory in his
mind long before the bots were inserted, ever
since he woke up on February 25th and noticed
that Mhairi had not come back, had cursed himself for falling asleep, had searched for her, in
the city, in the country, in the world, in his
mind. He was determined not to miss what his
daughter was saying this time.
“Uncle Al will give me a lift.”
A piercing pain in his heart, icecold, metallic, jolted him back into the present,
before he had a chance to process her words. He
looked down at his blood soaked shirt, then up
at Alban, holding the drill, eyes wide open like
back in the day, when he was just a wee boy,
who had kicked a football through the neighbour's window, and he couldn't help but smile
at him, before he slowly drifted out of time, forever.
***

Bile
by John K. Ellingsen

Pick that up for me, will you? That’s your
universe you’re holding in your hand. To find
something like this, here. In a Seven Eleven of
all places.
Lucky you.

You take the universe, a milky bar, and hold it
up for the cashier to scan. Then you notice it.
The black ooze. All over the card terminal.
Black fingerprints on the number pad. A streak
of black bile across the NFC screen. You freeze.
The beep of the scanner snaps you back. You
jam the candybar down into the pockets of your
red barbour jacket. Did the scanner touch it?
No, you would have noticed.
“Hey, are you gonna pay for that candy, or
what?” The cashier says. As you scramble
around in your pockets, your bus ticket falls out.
You consider a moment to pick it back up, but
no. It isn’t safe. Not with the ooze already here.
“I’m just, I’m gonna pay.” You say and take out
a bag of surgical gloves.
“What the fuck?” The cashier stares at you. It’s
routine by now. First one hand, then the other.
“I just gotta be safe. Gotta be safe, you know?”
You know he doesn’t, you see the ooze already

on him. It’s in his long scruffy hair. You can
almost see the ooze seeping into his follicles.
He’s done for, for sure. He doesn’t even know it,
but he’s done for. At least he didn’t touch you
with that scanner. That would have been it,
game over.
You stare into his eyes, hidden behind his
glasses. He can’t see what you see. You hope he
sees you’re sorry for him.
You take out your debit card, hold it carefully
over the NFC pad. The first two lights light up,
the beeps of the card being recognized ring in
your ear. You’re hyper focused, time crawls to a
stop. Your heart thumps once, it feels like it
wants to punch its way through your ribcage.
You peer at the card terminal, just in time to see
the streak of black ooze across the NFC area
bunch together, like tiny army ants. It wants to
reach your card. It’s a way in. It could get you
like this. It won’t reach it, you pray. Please don’t
reach it. The third light flicks on, and another
sound rings loud in your ear.
You have to make a choice now.
Can you do it, can you sacrifice your debit card
for safety? It’s your only source of cash, but in
another couple of milliseconds it’s nothing but a
worthless plastic piece of trash. You’re going to
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have to get rid of it. Burn it. Along with the
gloves.
You let it linger.
Just as the final light lights up on the terminal,
and the final “Beep” drones out. Just as your
sensory world reunites with real time. Just as
your heart once again yearns to break free of
your body, your card gets touched. It’s just a
tap, but it’s enough. A small dot of black ooze in
the very corner of the card. Shit.

You scream.
Just let go of the card, just drop it here, and the
gloves, and run away. Drop it here, at the edge
of the forest, and run away. The opposite
direction. across the road again, and into the
fields beyond. It’s probably safe.
“No, I can’t just drop it. Who knows, if it
reaches the roots then...”

“Hey, kid! What the… Are you okay?” The
cashier, dumbfounded, stares at your back as
you stumble outside.

You’re right, what will happen if one drop of
that black ooze touches the roots below you.
Will it just contamine a single tree, or are you
trapped in a cage of nothing. Imagine it, eating
away everything around you. Eating the trees,
the brush, all of it. The very thing now eating
your hand.

Shit, shit, shit, shit. You’ve got it on your card.
You dumb fuck.

“But it’s not.” You say to yourself. “I only
imagined that part. It’s just on my glove, see?”

You hold the card extended outwards and run
out the store.

You only bought a milky bar, you idiot. You're
fucked. All this for a milky bar.
“But no,” you think. “Not just a milky bar. The
only part of existence still clean. Still pure. And
I have it. I Have it in my pocket.”
You look around you. The Seven Eleven you
just left is remote. A long road leads in both
directions. Some gas pumps, but no cars. You
look at the card and panic. The ooze, it
managed to reach your glove. Somewhere
around here you have to make a fire. Burn the
card, burn your gloves. Quickly before it
spreads.

You hold up your hand grasping the card. The
black bile still runs across your one time use
latex glove. Runs down to a small tear between
your thumb and forefinger.
Oh shit.
What have you done?
How could you not have noticed this?
How could this even be worth it? Leaving your
home like this, with no plan, no future. Nothing
to return to.
It’s all burned. All of it torched.

Quick! Tell me!

Along with Szymańska, the old polish woman
on the second floor. She had a broken hip,
damnit, she never got out in time. You burned
her too.

“I see the forest, that’s all.” you say to yourself.
“Just trees. But that’s good. The forest is calm,
nice, and clean.”

But that whole building was done for. Touched
by this damned ooze. She was better off dying
like thi…

You move into the forest.

Shut up. You killed someone, someone who
didn’t deserve to die. You ended that old lady,
burned her to death. You deemed your place of
home unsafe and unclean and set it on fire and
ran. To hell with the consequences.

Look, around you, what do you see?

Idiot. What are you doing? You’re
contaminated, you’ll just bring it with you, into
the forest. You’ll ruin it as you ruined your
home. You got to dispose of the card and the
gloves first.
Now!

You stare at your hand. You know what you
must do.

You look at your hand, holding the card. A
small black line slowly crawls over your thumb,
reaching for your knuckles, you imagine the line
burning your skin, and you feel it. A searing
pain, like your thumb splitting open, dividing in
two.

You look around you, for a sharp rock, or
something to tear and break your bones. There
is still some lighter fluid left in your bag. If
you’re quick you can still just cut that dead hand
off, then torch the ground where it lands and
run.
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With your right arm raised high above your
head, you crawl along the ground, looking for
something, something to chop your own hand
off with.

Self amputation. Do you even know how to
treat wounds this big?

Sweat crawls into your eyes, it stings, and as it
reaches your mouth, you taste it, that salty taste
of fear and panic. You must look like such a
mess, crawling in this weird crablike position,
with one hand held high. What a fool you are to
end up like this. You could’ve just stayed home,
just kept to yourself. Just live alone, in your
apartment.

You yell out and strike again. And again.

“I tried that.” You think to yourself.
It only took one mistake. One failed delivery.
Your package, contaminated. Who knows what
or who touched it, it doesn’t matter. You left it
in the stairway, and ran to your apartment. You
needed to clean the stairway. Fire should do the
trick. You open your Kitchen closet. Three
bottles of lighter fluid, saved just for this. You
drench the package, the carpet. the stairs,
everything. As the wooden floor burns you run.
Through your apartment. Through the kitchen.
Out the window. The emergency stairwell. It
only took one mistake. You panicked. Burnt
down an entire building. You panicked. You
coward, you big, dumb coward.
Fucking coward, do something! You just lost
precious seconds wandering in your own
thoughts. Just fucking grab something, you
idiot!
Your left hand grabs hold on a long, oval shaped
granite rock.
Now do it. Chop it off!
You put your right hand down on an exposed
root.
Coward, just do it! Just fucking get rid of it now,
while you can still escape!
You smash down, landing a direct hit on your
wrist. You feel the bones splinter inside, and a
pain like a thousand needles all at once piercing
your skin, spreading up your forearm. You
scream again, tears well up in your eyes. You lift
your hand again, and prepare to strike.
“You idiot,” you think. “What am I doing?”
“What is wrong with me?” you whimper, as
tears flow freely down your chin.
Hold on. Think for once. What are you doing
here? You’re cutting off your own hand here.

“God, it has to be done though.” You say, and
sniffle. “Fucking Christ!”
And again.
The root gives way, and by reflex you try to
brace yourself by your weak right hand. A pain
like a thousand needles tear through your
forearm. You still feel it, as you lay on the
ground, screaming. Through tears of pain you
inspect your work. The wrist is blue and black
and tender. It’s twisted and torn, and blood
flows from several ruptures. The bone is
fractured, and skin and tendons and muscles
torn in several places. Nothing but minced meat.
Twist it off, just twist it. You can do that much
at least. Twist it off right now.
You grab it with your left hand and after a quick
breath, twist as hard as you can. The skin starts
to tear, rending open. A fourth time you let out
that familiar scream, a scream of prey. That is
what you are, prey. Running from the blackness,
forever just running. What did you think you
could do, really? Wouldn't it be better for you
too to just let it run you over, like it has
everyone else. When was the last time you
visited your parents? Or had friends over?
They are all gone into that vast black emptiness,
touched by the ooze. Contaminated. Dead.
You say that to yourself, in your head. As you
tear off your hand, in anger, in pain, in
desperation.
Now toss it. Toss it away.
You pull back your left hand and prepare to
toss.

Wait.
Wait!
Your eyes open wide, you have lost your debit
card.
Shit, oh shit, oh shit.
Where is it? You have to find it.

Fast, quick, find it! We have to get rid of that as
well, or all this has been for nothing!
Through searing pain, you turn yourself over on
your side. You see it, it’s laying on the ground
beside you. The black ooze is there also. Your
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makeshift chopping block is the same, you see it
now. It glistens with your blood, of course. But
also with that darkness. And as you notice it.
You see the trees around all become black.
You did it. You trapped yourself.
“What now?” you ask.
Now you die. You lay down your head, on the
ground, and die. Just like the rest. It got you too,
in the end.
Then you grab it, that universe in your pocket.
A small wrapped milky bar. And as you close

your eyes, you drift into it. Safe, finally, from
that enveloping dark.
You stare back out with your mind’s eye, to
your dying body, slowly eaten alive by that
black bile. You can almost feel it eating your
flesh. You can almost feel the cold loneliness of
this madness still. But that’s someone else lying
there, dead. That’s not you.
You are here, wrapped up and safe. Hidden
away in a red barbour jacket.
***

The Tale of the Red Baron
by Henry Loten

A clear April sky.
Burning orange flames.
A plane swivels. It falls falls falls from grace
in an inelegant tumble: it
twists and turns.
His adversary in the machine - The King of the Air twists in a corkscrew. Through
the clouds. Turns
above the barren fields hunting
His next victim. Tossing his frame high.
Red as the blood of his prey,
His Lordship locks his target. Toils
behind him. A flurry. A flutter. Then the spin begins.
Round and round: sparks swirl in a
great leaping flame.

Machines up high, rising into an arc. Target in sight.
Breath held. The thrill of the kill.
It falters. It roils. Then
comes the gyrating fall to
the snaking trenches below him.
The fourth plane is downed
by The Baron in His Red Machine. His name made.
His legacy secured. Enough for one day. The Squadron Leader’s
swivelling engines and rotating propeller roll Him home
Bloody April’s savage scourge.
His Flying Circus of Death entertains the ranks on the ground
as planes pirouette in their domain.
A month of infamy and fear.
Enemies curl through His land up
high and He fells all that come before Him.

A clear April sky.
Burning Red flames.
His plane swivels. It falls falls falls from grace
in a final inelegant tumble: he
twists and turns.
Gnarled remains of Reddened burning wood and steel.
Ousted from his throne, no longer
King or Baron.
His twisted reign of eighty kills ends
with his own. His ruthless tale still swirls.

Eagle One, Eagle Two
by Ruth Loten

I need to write this down. If I don’t, I’ll forget it
happened. Forget it was ever more than a story.
I’m a writer by trade, but the truth is far stranger
than any fiction I could ever invent. Isn’t it always though?
I walked past the hotel and shuddered. They
were doing it again. Looking at me. I mean, obviously they weren’t. How could they? They
were made of stone. Stone can’t look at you. So
why did it feel like that’s exactly what they were
doing? I gave myself a metaphorical shake. They
were just decorations. Nothing more than stone
statues designed to make the hotel entrance look
grander. And as for the one on the roof, well
that was pure eighteenth century patriotism at its
very best. The hotel was originally a mansion,
built by the wealthy mayor of the town in the
days of George III and the architecture was typical of the grandiose posturing such people preferred, with eagles guarding the gates, Britannia
on the roof and an abundance of columns and
white stucco adorning the smart red brickwork.
Everything about it screamed wealthy, imperial
Britain. It was a truly beautiful building, but
those statues gave me the creeps. I’d only lived
in Launceston a few weeks and already I didn’t

like walking past them at night. Deep down, I
knew it was only my over-active imagination
having ‘fun’ with my nerves, but still.
As I reached the opening in the wall which gave
access to the outdoor dining area, a woman
dressed in black and with a veil covering her
face, passed me on the other side of it. A faint
waft of lavender drifted behind her and the scent
made me turn, as I always do, to inhale it again.
It’s such a soothing smell: it reminds me of my
grandmother.
The woman had disappeared. She’d had
no time to enter the bar or the hotel. She was
just… gone.
Not giving myself time to think, I turned on my
heel and almost sprinted through the old gatehouse and onto the green of the castle grounds
beyond. I was mistaken. There was no woman. Or if
there was, she was simply hidden behind something.
The sun was beating down and I’d been busy all
morning building furniture. I was just hungry. That
had to be it. Just my tired, hungry brain misinterpreting the signals it had been sent.
I bought myself a pasty from the shop on the
High Street and sat by the war memorial to eat
it. I know, I know… I sat in the sun in Cornwall
eating a Cornish pasty, but honestly, I don’t
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care. The ones from Malcolm Barnecutt’s are so
nice it’s worth being a walking (or in this case,
sitting) cliché. I closed my eyes, allowing the
glorious weather to chase away the last of the
fear that insisted on lurking in the furthest recess
of my mind. I scolded myself. How could I have
let my imagination run away with me so badly?
I’d been in the hotel for several drinks and a
meal. I’d spoken to the owners, who were lovely by the way, and on not one of these occasions
had there been any hint of ghostly old women.
In the short time I’d been in Launceston, I’d
realised that one thing the locals were always
happy to tell you about was any hint of a ghost.
Even if they claim to be completely sceptical
themselves, the Cornish know their local history
and the accompanying ghosts and I’m pretty
sure that one of their favourite past-times is
scaring the emmets. Technically, I no longer
count as an emmet as I live here and am doing
my best to learn the language, but I’m also
clearly not Cornish born and bred, so I’m probably still fair game when it comes to the spooky
stories. My next door neighbour certainly takes
great delight in sharing them with me.
Wiping the last flakes of pastry from the corners
of my mouth, I stretched and rose from my seat.
For a moment I debated whether to take the
longer route back to my flat, past the church
and down the narrow path that ran alongside it.
It was steeper but it would mean I didn’t have
to walk past the hotel again. Deciding I was being ridiculous, I jammed my sunglasses firmly
back up my nose and headed towards the castle.
‘Dydh da.’
Two voices made me jump as the contrast between the shadowy coolness of the gatehouse
and the brilliant sunlight momentarily disorientated me. I squinted at the two small figures before my brain processed what they’d said.
‘Dydh da.’ I smiled apologetically. ‘That’s
about the extent of my Cornish, I’m afraid.’
The two fair haired boys grinned at me.
‘Emmet?’
‘No, I live here. It’s the first time I’ve heard anyone speaking Cornish though. I’m guessing you
must be local. Are you fluent?’
The boys nodded and broke into a stream of
Cornish, taking it in turns to gabble away at
me.’
I laughed and held up my hands. ‘Very impressive boys, but I didn’t understand a word!’
They looked at each other and smiled.
‘You saw her, didn’t you?’

I frowned. ‘Who?’
‘The old lady.’
I felt my feet root themselves to the ground even
as I felt the urge to flee.
‘We were sitting up there and we saw you react.’
‘Did she say anything?’
‘Did she look old?’
I held up my hands. ‘I thought I’d imagined
her.’
‘No, she’s real. Well, as real as a ghost can be.
She’s the old owner’s mother. He killed himself,
you know. She haunts the house looking for
him.’
That caught my attention. It certainly hadn’t
been in the potted history of the hotel I’d been
given.
‘That’s terrible.’

The boys looked at each other again.
‘They say it’s because he had his heart broken.’
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‘He fell in love with a woman and they got engaged. Then she just disappeared. Left him all
alone and he drowned himself in the Kensey
down by the packhorse bridge.’
I had a feeling I was being wound up. At that
point the river is barely more than a stream. The
boys seemed to sense my scepticism and hastened to assure me of the truth of their tale.
‘Apparently, he just lay down with his face in
the water one night. They found him the next
day.’
Poor lady, I thought. I said goodbye to the boys and
continued down the hill, resisting the urge to check if
the eagles were still watching me. Just before I turned
the corner I glanced back. The boys were gone, but the
eagles were there, heads turned away from each other,
watching the hill in both directions. I walked quickly
round the bend and back down the road to my flat.
A few days later, I decided to go for a drink. It
was a beautiful summer’s evening and the view
from the hotel terrace was glorious at sunset. I’d
been cooped up inside all day and felt I deserved
a treat. I walked slowly up the hill, anticipating
the cold notes of blueberries and raspberries in
the Eagle One gin I’d promised myself if I
stayed at my desk all day.
As I sat watching the sun sink slowly behind the
trees, I noticed a dark figure alone at a table in
the corner of the terrace. For a moment, I
looked at my glass: it was still almost full. I
looked over again. She was still there. As I processed this, she caught my eye and nodded an
acknowledgment. Tentatively I smiled and she
beckoned me over. I picked up my drink and
took the few steps across the terrace.
‘Do I present such a fearsome picture?’ she
asked.
Her face was deeply lined with age, but now I’d
established she was flesh and blood, it held no
horrors for me and I shook my head, halflaughing at myself.
‘Not in the least. It’s only that I caught sight of
you a few days ago and you seemed to just vanish and then I was told you were a ghost. A
joke, I realise, but it was a bit of a shock to see
you sitting there.’
Her answering laugh was dry and brittle, like the
rustle of old paper.
‘I’m old but I’m not dead yet.’
‘My imagination runs away with me sometimes.
I’m a writer you see, so it’s mostly an advantage, but it does mean I’m easy to frighten. I

don’t particularly like statues at the best of times
and this place is old and it’s Cornwall and
there’s ghosts everywhere. You get the idea! My
neighbour thinks it’s great fun to torment me
with ghost stories.’
‘And was it your neighbour who told you I was
a ghost?’
I shook my head. ‘No. That particular gem
came courtesy of two little boys. I bumped into
them just outside the gates and they took great
delight in telling me the story of the old lady
whose son had killed himself, because the woman he loved left him. They said you were his
mother still haunting the hotel and looking for
him.’
My smile faded away as I took in the expression
on her face. Her hand clamped over mine, her
grip surprisingly strong given her frail appearance.
‘That’s no story. My son did kill himself many
years ago for that reason, but there’s none left
alive now who would remember. What did the
boys look like?’
‘Very like each other. Blonde curly hair. Twins
maybe?’
The hand gripping mine convulsed and she
made a choking sound.
‘One of them had a scar on his cheek.’
Now she mentioned it, I remembered the mark
clearly and I nodded.
‘That’s right.’
‘You can’t possibly have spoken to them. Those
boys are dead.’
I stared at her, feeling the perspiration slide
down my back.
‘Dead?’ I echoed.
‘Murdered by a madwoman over a hundred
years ago.’ I took an unsteady sip from my glass
as she continued. ‘Local witch. Didn’t like the
fact her beloved son had taken up with a woman
who already had two children. He didn’t care,
loved them like they were his own, but the witch
knew what the woman was really like. On the
surface she was loving and kind, but the witch
knew. She knew the woman was only pretending. Her son was wealthy. Owned a beautiful
house. The woman had nothing. The son wasn’t
a good-looking boy and he was quiet and shy.
Some said it was because his mother had too
firm a hand over him. She’d cast a spell on him
to keep him close to her. The spell wasn’t strong
enough though and he fell for the woman. His
mother was mad with jealousy. The woman was
going to take her son away from her. She was
going to hurt him. The witch gave her fair warn-
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ing. She told the woman she knew what she was
about. The woman protested of course: said she
truly loved the witch’s son. But the witch knew
better. She had to protect her son. She cursed
the woman and her sons, but the curse went
wrong. When her son saw the new statues on
the house, he knew what his mother had done
and he swore he would never forgive her. She
told him he was overreacting, that she’d done it
to protect him. The woman had never really
loved him, but he wouldn’t listen. The witch
was worried, so she renewed the spell that kept
them bound together, but her son escaped and
they found him the next morning, face down in
the river.’
I swear I didn’t make a sound, but she must
have felt my hand twitch, for she tightened her
grip on it.
‘The spell worked though. The statues remain so
the son remains, still wanting to be close to his
love. And because the son remains, so must the
mother. I’ve been here a long time, my dear and
will be here a while longer.’
She released my hand abruptly and left me alone
at the table. The hotel’s owner suddenly ap-

peared at my elbow.
‘Are you alright?’ he asked. ‘Mrs Kendall can be
a little intense sometimes, but she’s generally
harmless. Has she been telling you ghost stories
about this place?’
I nodded. ‘Who is she?’
He frowned. ‘She came with the hotel when we
bought it. She’s a permanent resident and has a
suite on the top floor. We only ever really see
her for meals.’
I handed him my now empty gin glass, feeling
the need to return home to the safety of my flat.
Had she been telling me the truth or was she,
like my neighbour, entertaining herself at my
expense?
As I walked past the hotel entrance I glanced up
at Britannia, then my eye fell on the eagles. I
stared at the nearest one. It gazed back, unblinking.
This story was inspired by the Charles Causley
poems, Eagle One, Eagle Two and Miller’s End.

Movie Night
by Robin Adams

The Strange Incident at Honeyman Cottage
by Ron Hardwick

'Tom, what's that noise?'
'I don't know. I'm a dentist, not a mechanic.'
'It's a clattering noise.'
'I can hear it.'
'What is it?'
'Mary, it could be the clutch, the big-end
bearings or the sun-roof, for all I know.'
'Don't you think you'd better stop and have
a look?'
'Mary, it's January, ten 'o' clock at night and
it's raining cats and dogs. We'll press on.'
Mary sat back in her seat, her mouth in a
tight line, arms folded across her lap, her usual
stance when her husband defied her wishes.
A mile further on, the car gasped, groaned
and breathed its last. Tom brought it to a halt.
The pair sat in silence for several seconds
before Mary spoke.
'Better ring the breakdown people.'
'What, out here? We're on the edge of Rannoch Moor. The nearest place for a phone signal is
probably Aberfeldy, God knows how many miles
away.'
'You'll have to get out and find shelter.'
'On a night like this? I'll get hypothermia
before I've gone twenty yards.'
'Well, I'm not going to sit here all night.
You're my husband. If you think anything of me,

you'll find a friendly farmhouse where we can stay
till help comes.'
Tom shrugged his shoulders and opened the
car door.
'I might find a rabbit-hole, if I'm lucky,' he
muttered.
'You'll need this,' said Mary, and handed
him a torch.
Rannoch Moor is one of the most inhospitable places this side of Greenland, especially on a
dark, filthy winter's evening. Tom shivered and
switched on the torch, which emitted a feeble beam
that hardly cut through the horizontal rain. He
walked on. He fell over a couple of boulders and
was soon soaked to the skin. About five minutes
later, his torch picked out a building.
'Never,' he said. 'What a stroke of luck.'
Tom went back and fetched Mary. She
clung on to his arm as they stumbled towards the
building.
'A farm cottage,' he said as they approached
the front door. 'Goodness knows what they farm
round here – heather and red grouse, most likely.'
'Never mind that,' said Mary, 'knock on the
door.'
Tom did. There was no answer.
'There's no-one in,' he said.
'Knock louder.'
Tom did so. There was still no answer.
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'Maybe they're away somewhere. Try and
find an open window,' said Mary.
'Mary, my knuckles are red raw with knocking on the door. If you think I'm....'
'Just do it.'
Tom shrugged and moved to the side of the
cottage. One of the windows was slightly ajar, and
he was able to insert his fingers and yank it open.
He clambered through the aperture and fell heavily
onto the floor.
'Bloody hell. I've broken my leg.'
Mary, at the window, said:
'Tom, don't be silly. You've only fallen three
feet. Go and open the front door.'
Tom had to brush gossamer-thin cobwebs
from his face. It was as if he was walking through
Miss Havisham's sitting-room. He opened the door
and admitted his wife.
'Switch on the light,' said Mary.
Tom flicked a switch.
'No electricity.'
'They mustn't have paid their bill,' said
Mary.
'Mary, look around you. No-one lives here.'
He shone the torch. Thick dust lay everywhere, untouched for years. A trail of tiny feet in the dust
showed that there were some residents - mice. Mary
wasn't too fond of mice. They jumped up your skirt
when you weren't watching and nibbled at your
thighs.
'Light a fire,' said Mary.
'What with?'
'There's some old newspapers over there.
You've got some matches. There's the fireplace.
Now go to it.'
Tom rolled the newspapers into sticks, grumbling that they never taught this at dental school,
laid them in the sooty fireplace and set them alight.
There were some lumps of coke scattered round the
hearth and as soon as the paper caught properly,
Tom laid a few pieces on the fire.
'Tom, I'm tired.'
'There's a horsehair sofa in the corner, so
you can bed down on that.'
'Tom, it's filthy.'
'Well, there's a clothes-line in the kitchen. I
ran into it when I entered. You can always drape
yourself over that.'
'Very funny.' Mary grabbed one of the old
newspapers and spread it out over the sofa. She
pulled her coat tightly over her slender frame and lay
down.
'Where am I supposed to sleep?' asked Tom.
'The floor.'
Tom kicked away the worst of the dust,
spread a newspaper out and lay on his back with his
hands across his chest. He was drifting into sleep
when he heard a voice.
'Help me, please help me.'
'Mary. Is that you?' No answer.

I'm dreaming, he thought to himself, and lay
back down.
'Help me, please help me.' It wasn't Mary's
voice, for it had a definite Scots accent and Mary
came from Saffron Walden.
Tom jerked awake and looked around.
Nothing.
It must be this place. It would give anyone the
creeps.
He drifted off again, but, minutes later, he
felt a cold hand brush his face and he was instantly
wide awake.
In the dim light of the dying embers of the
fire, he thought he saw a diaphanous figure silhouetted against the fireplace wall. A mirror that lay
gathering dust on the mantle-shelf suddenly flew up
and dashed itself to pieces.
'Kind sir, I'm sorry I startled you. I needed
to attract your attention.'
‘Bejesus, a burglar. I don’t have any cash on
me,’ said Tom.
‘Pardon me, sir, but I am no burglar.’
'Where in heaven’s name are you?'
'You cannot see me. I can only appear for a
few seconds. After that, it takes all of my energy to
speak to you.'
'If you're not a burglar, then you must be a
ghost, and you can forget it. You don't exist. I'm
overwrought and freezing. I'm imagining things.'
'Sir, you are not imagining things. What
you perceive is all too real. I am the poor unfortunate Bryony MacTighe. I was murdered in this cottage and bricked up behind the fireplace. My spirit
is locked in this place and I cannot leave until someone smashes down the wall and releases me.'
'Murdered?' asked Tom. 'Here?'
'Right here, in Honeyman Cottage. I was
married to a very bad man, sir. Do you blame me
for loving another? Dear sweet Eorghan, with the
smiling eyes and tinkling laugh. My brute of a husband found out, and struck me down one dark November night with a flat iron. Oh, he was a wicked,
evil, man.'
'What happened to him?'
'He confessed to my murder to a baillie
when he was deep in drink. He never revealed my
tomb. He was ashamed, sir, of where he'd buried
my body. If people knew, they would have torn him
limb from limb. He said he'd taken me in a cart to
Loch Rannoch, weighed me down with rocks and
cast me into the waters. Of course, no-one checked.
Why should they?'
'His sentence?'
'He was hanged, sir. He was found guilty of
uxoricide by a jury of his peers at the assizes.'
'Uxoricide?'
'The killing of a wife by her husband.'
'I'm dreaming,' said Tom. 'It's a nightmare.'
'All I ask, sir, is for you to release me from
my burden. Let me go and join my dear Eorghan,

Short Story - Fiction “The Strange Incident at Honeyman Cottage” by Ron Hardwick

who lies lonely in his grave in St Blane's Chapel
churchyard.
'I cannot just smash down a wall for the fun
of it,' said Tom, 'Besides, I haven't any tools.'
'There are tools in the outhouse behind the
cottage,' said Bryony. 'There is a sledgehammer in
there. That ought to suit your needs.'
'Just a minute. When did all this happen?'
'Queen Victoria had just ascended the
throne,' said Bryony, 'and it was the time of the
Highland destitution.'
'What was that?'
'Crop failure, sir. Many people here were
starving.'
‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Tom. 'In all that
time, why has no-one else released you?'
'I do not know, sir. I think it is because you
are a sensitive and kindly man. I can reach you.
Most of the other occupants of Honeyman Cottage
have been illiterate and ungodly farm labourers.'
'I see.'
‘And you, sir, what profession do you follow? I can see you are a man of refinement.’
‘My wife wouldn’t agree with you. I’m an
orthodontist.’
‘Pray, what is an orthodontist? I am unfamiliar with the term.’
‘I mend people’s teeth. Not very well, I admit.’
‘You are a dentist?’
‘Yes, for my sins.’
‘A noble profession, sir. I had need of dentistry myself. I was in the hands of Ewan MacTavish, the blacksmith, for he was the only man with
the necessary equipment.’
‘Barbarians,’ said Tom.
‘What is your name, sir?’ asked Bryony.
‘Tom. Tom Eastman.’
‘Well, Mr Eastman. I am very pleased to
make your acquaintance. Will you help me?’
'It's a pity I cannot see you,' said Tom.
'I will make a final effort to manifest myself,
but my spirit energy is almost gone.'
For a brief second, Tom saw her when he
shone his torch on the fireplace wall. She was a pretty young woman with a full head of red hair, freckles, a smiling face and pellucid green eyes.
'Goodbye, sir, and God bless you,' Bryony
said, as she faded from view.
The next morning dawned frosty and bright.
Mary awoke, shook herself and rose to her feet.
'Tom, I'm hungry.'
'Well, I can't suggest anything except mouse
droppings.'
'Don't be facetious.'
'Mary, don't bother me now. I have something very important to do.'
Tom made his way to the outhouse at the
back, put his shoulder against the rotten door and
felt it cave in under his weight. As Bryony pointed

out, a sledgehammer stood in one corner. He
checked to make sure the boxwood shaft wasn't rotten and when he satisfied himself that it was sound,
he walked back into the cottage.
Mary shrieked.
'Tom, what are you doing with that?'
'Stand back, woman,' he said, and swung the
hammer. The fireplace wall was made of plaster and
laths of wood and it gave in immediately to his repeated blows.
Tom stood back and looked at the hole he
had made.
Mary screamed..
'Oh, my God, Tom, it's a skeleton. It’s murder, unless it’s suicide. Fetch the Police. Dial 999.'
‘How could it be suicide?’ Tom said. ‘Unless
you’ve discovered the secret of entombing yourself
from the inside.’
‘No wonder the place is empty. They must
have scarpered after they’d done the evil deed. Tom,
maybe it was just last week.’
‘Mary, have a look at the skeleton closely,
would you?’
‘No fear.’
‘It’s ash grey. It’s old as the hills. Besides, if
the deed was done last week, it wouldn’t be a skeleton at all, would it? It takes about ten years for a
corpse to decompose completely, especially in a
freezing hell-hole like this.’
‘Tom, you’re so macabre, knowing stuff like
that. It must be all that peering into people’s mouths
that’s turned you into...Burke and Hare.’
‘Mary, don’t be absurd.’
Tom felt a current of cold air rush from the
fireplace and sweep across his face.
'Job done,' he said.
A motorhome driver gave them a tow to a
garage in Corrour, where a mechanic replaced the
car’s alternator and the battery.
‘Something I have to do,’ said Tom to Mary.
He asked the mechanic for directions to St
Blane’s Chapel and drove there.
‘What’s this all about?’ asked an exasperated
Mary.
‘Just checking on something,’ said Tom.
He took a walk round the small graveyard.
He came upon the only ancient grave upon which
the grass had been removed and the soil disturbed.
He bent down to read the inscription, almost worn
away, on the modest headstone.
‘Here lie the mortal remains of Eorghan Fraser, died April 20th, 1880. May God protect his
soul.’
‘So you’re with him at long last,’ said Tom.
‘Well done.’
***

The Ghost of Fairfield
by Jane Langan

I grew up in a house (called Fairfield) that was built
in 1894. It was big, cold and very Victorian. My
mum favoured dark red carpets and embossed wallpaper. In the hallway there was a large antlered
stag’s head that was sagging from the neck. At the
top of the first-floor stairs there was an oil painting of
an old hook-nosed women who my brother and I
called The Witch. The electrics were ancient and
erratic (there were issues in the 1970’s in the UK
with power), there was no central heating or double
glazing and the only heat came from an open fire in
the living room and the Rayburn (like a small Aga)
in the kitchen. My brother and I had the two top
rooms on the second floor. We had beautiful uninterrupted views of the Stretton Hills and it was a
great area to grow up in. We were very lucky.
The house’s garden backed on to a piece of common
land and across from it was the small village church.
The house itself was on a road called Burgs Lane
and the Burg it referred to was just down the road
from us where there had been a small Roman settlement. Naturally, I grew up hearing about the ghost
soldiers marching along the road. Allegedly, you
could only see them from the thigh up as the road
had been built upon and built upon. I never saw a
Roman soldier.
When I hit my adolescent years, I struggled to sleep
in the house, there were creaks, bangs and mysterious shadows aplenty. My mum and dad put it down
to my over-active imagination. Still, I kept my bedroom door open and a landing light on until the day
I moved out to go to university at eighteen. As soon
as I left home, I could sleep in complete darkness.
The house gave me the creeps.
Several things happened in those adolescent years
that underlined the creepiness of the place. The first
was the nightmares. Nowadays, they would call it
night terrors. I would wake up screaming as I believed I was a sailor on a ship during the war with
the Spanish in the sixteenth century. I knew I had to
jump into the sea as the ship was on fire, but I
couldn’t get my armour off. If I stayed on the ship, I

would burn, but in the sea drowning was inevitable.
This dream was on repeat for several years and may
have been based on a poem I’d read, unfortunately, I
can’t remember which one.
The second thing was the black hook-nosed shadow.
Yeah, I know all shadows are black, but there was a
particularly scary shadow who used to appear at my
door. I suspected it was The Witch come to get me.
The third thing was the visiting of dead relatives,
both, an uncle and my gran came and sat at the end
of my bed. I swear to this day I had a full-blown conversation with both.
Years later my mum told me that the girl who lived
just down the road from us, when she was the same
age as me, had some psychological issues. This girl’s
mum brought in a psychic as the girl was convinced,
she was seeing ghosts.
The psychic told them that the ghosts from the
graveyard at the *church across The Common were
very active and would walk through our houses looking for their families.
I am glad I didn’t know that at the time.
As an adult I have visited and stayed overnight in
my parent’s house, but it continued to give me the
heebie-jeebies’. When my young daughters stayed
there, they both ended up in our bed in the middle of
the night having been spooked by something.
When my mum passed away and my dad had gone
into a home, we had to sell the house to pay for my
dad’s care. I spent quite some time alone clearing it,
so it was ready for sale. I never stayed after dark but
one evening as the light was changing, I saw my
hook-nosed dark shadowed friend appearing in the
doorway of my bedroom like she used to. Or maybe
it was just my over-active imagination?

*Nowadays the church across the common is a house. I am
not sure whether they relocated the residents of the graveyard or if they are still there.
***

Crumbs Triptych
by Laura Theis

I.
You were so young the first time your parents tried to murder you.

Putting your trust in breadcrumbs
when you should have put your trust
in the birds.
And the crazy old lady with her edible house wasn’t she justifiably upset when you started
munching her walls?
She was always worried about that place.
Especially her sugar spun roof
when it inevitably rained in that forest.
But she still took you in.
She still fed you.
She was still as good a mother as she could be to her foundlings.
However you had been raised in the language of cruelty.
You burnt and ate her
without a grain of remorse.
And afterwards, you burnt it all down, the entire forest.
The flames spread as far as the woodcutters hut.
They say you laughed at the ashes.
You swore you’d never go hungry again.
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II.
I try to explain to you
why I should not be a mother
in the end I bring out
the book: look I say
this is me
who I would be in that story
the kind of woman who
lets her children go hungry
who hopes they get lost in the forest
and never darken the door again with their
endless demands for things I cannot give them
becauseI just do not have them myself sustenance or love or
the skills you need to get either

raised by a woodcutter's wife
like myself and as such knowing only survival (my own)
I would refuse to be someone else’s daily bread
I would speak only to the birds
who will be happy with crumbs
the way no human child ever is
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III.
once upon a time
I was all of these:
the desperate father and also
the children he leads away from the safety of home
into the deep forest dark

so a story can happen
and also the witch that waits
with the treats
on the other end
grinning
I was also those crumbs that happen
to get consumed
before they can fulfill
their intended purpose
I was the oblivious birds that don’t give
two shits about the other storyline
assuming the unexpected feast was always
meant for no one else to find
I was the hut that’s
too small for four hungry people

and the big house that would willingly
let itself be eaten
I was also the cage
and the stick
and the fire
the homicidal girl
yes I even was happily ever after: once
for a time.

Abysmal
by Anneke, Finja Tineke and Gwendolyn

I Love This House
by D.H.L. Hewa

I love this house, and never want to leave.

It’s all thanks to my beloved Albert that we’re
here. In an architect designed house. Just for us.
A house by a lake—all paid for by the money
Albert’s making—mining the coalfields of South
Lancashire. After years of being a concert pianist, it’s an idyll of rest and recuperation for me,
whilst for Albert it’s a place of respite, away
from the daily hooting and clanging of his mine.
Today, we do what we’ve been doing most evenings since we moved in. Stretching out on the
oak bench at the edge of the lake, I rest my head
on Albert’s lap as his fingers run gently through
my hair. Silent, we listen as two buzzards call,
gliding and soaring high above us. I’m told buzzards mate for life. I pray it’s the same for us. A
duck family quacks and waddles, secure in their
small unit, ignoring our trespassing into their
home. Giggling, we watch the antics of the
ducklings. So like human children. What fun
Albert and I will have here, with our own little
ones.
‘Shall we have a housewarming on Halloween?’ Albert’s voice breaks into my thoughts.

‘But...thought you wanted to be a recluse
Bert,’ I tease.
‘Call it a last hurrah. Celebrate. Plenty of time
after...’ Albert laughs, making the bench wobble.
‘So who’s gonna organise this?’ I nudge,

looking up at him.

‘Weeeelll…’
Giving him a slight shove, I stand up.
‘Let’s make it a good one then. Fancy
dress and all the trimmings,’ I smile.
‘Great, thanks,’ Albert says, squeezing my
waist.
The fading light makes a final glisten on the rippling water, then gasps out, letting the darkness
descend. We amble back home, arm in arm,
guided by beacons of light from the house.
*******
Standing at the bay window in the lounge, I
wave, as Henry, our driver takes a smiling Albert off to work. The silver Rolls winds its way
along the tarmacked drive slowly, vanishing into
the distance. Alberts promised to be back early
today. Help decorate our house for its warming—set out the twenty cut pumpkins—install
outdoor flame lamps along the long drive to welcome our guests—hang dangly skeletons—
spiders webs—giant spiders—witch’s hats—
candles—indoors.
A gossamer mist, which Albert calls ‘dragon’s
breath,’ hovers, as it often does, over the large
stretch of water at the bottom of our landscaped
gardens. The rising sun will soon burn that off,
revealing the mountains beyond. The trees in
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their myriad colours of yellow, red, orange, purple, green and brown, will reflect on the water,
blurring the line between the lake edge and grey
pebble shore.
Dragging myself away from the view, I walk to
the shiny black Steinway which occupies half
the room. Gently raising the lid, I sit on the
stool. The smell of fresh leather, mingles with
the aromas floating in from the kitchen.
Mmmmm.
Parkin, toffee, cooking apples, brownies, treacle
tarts, fudge, melting chocolate. It’s ten hours to
the start of the party. May have to venture into
the kitchen to do a taste test before then. Albert
will be back in five hours. He’s kept his grim
reaper costume secret. Says he wants to surprise
me, so I haven’t told him what I’ve decided to
wear. A dust sheet with two holes for eyes. I’ve
been preparing to be the scariest ghost ever by
holding my arms up shouting, ‘whooooo,
whoooo, whooo,’ into our bedroom mirror
whenever Albert hasn’t been around. Can’t wait
to see his face.
I suppose I’d better have a last practice of my
piano piece before tonight. Make Albert proud.
Taking a long, long breath, I close my eyes, caressing the ivory keys into Liszt’s Totentanz, a
special request from the Master of the house.
Swaying to the crescendo, my heart bangs hard
into my ribs as I feel a tug at my shoulder.
‘I am really sorry Madam, I knocked…’
‘What is it Ruby?’ I snap, staring into the
maid’s frantic eyes.
‘It’s just, just…’
‘Yes?’
‘Henry’s on the telephone, says it’s urgent…’ Ruby stammers.
‘Don’t tell me Albert’s going to be late,’ I
say, jumping up. Dashing past Ruby into the
hall, I grab the receiver.
‘Hello. Hello. Henry? Is everything OK?’ I
pant into the phone.
‘Oh Madam, madam…’ Henry’s voice is
brittle.
‘What is it Henry?’ I ask, feeling goosebumps rising on my arms.
‘There’s been an explosion at the mine.’
‘Oh my God. Is anyone injured?’ I gasp.
‘Yes, yes, and the Master...the Master…’Henry sobs.
‘Is he helping the injured? OK. OK. Tell

him not to worry. I’ll cancel everything here.
Come back when you’re able…’ I say.
‘No Madam, the Master…’
‘Oh God. Is he injured? Gone to hospital?’
I yelp.
Henry’s voice on the other end of the phone,
fades, comes back.

‘He’s...he’s dea…’
Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. So that’s why Henry, not Albert is on the phone. Because, because
Albert, beloved Albert is dea..
An iron hand wraps around my chest, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, as the room swirls,
swirls, swirls, disappearing into darkness.

*******
Our house is now where I spend my days, wandering the rooms. Each day, I open the wardrobe in our bedroom, taking deep, deep breaths
of the now empty space, once so full of Albert’s
precious suits.
Ahhhhh. Old Spice. Albert’s favourite. The familiar smell of spicy vanilla helps me prepare for
each day. Leaving the bedroom, I trudge along
the landing, and start down, down, down the
grand mahogany staircase. A staircase fit for a
princess. It’s what Albert asked for. What Albert
got. Now I am left with a princess staircase for a
princess without her prince. Shaking my head, I
shrug against the silence bouncing off the walls,
and enter the lounge.
Walking up to the piano, I lift the lid, and let my
hands travel along the keys, fast, slow, slow,
fast. Liszt’s Totentanz shatters the stillness.
Glancing across to Albert’s chair my body
warms. He’s there, stretched out as always, eyes
closed, lips curling up in a smile. Heart fluttering
like a caged bird, I play, play, play, until finally,
my fingers stop, just stop.
Pushing myself off the piano stool, plodding to
Albert’s now vacant chair, I sit down. The cold
seeps through my navy slacks. Ugh. Shivering, I
pull the collar of my black turtleneck sweater up
to my ears, and wait.
Wait.

Wait.
Wait until the sky starts turning to a slate grey.
Until the shadows descend.
Standing up, I walk to the bay window. The water still glistens in the far, far distance, at the bot-
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tom of the garden in the last light of day. I never go down there these days.
I have no need.
No need to look at two mating buzzards.
No need to watch a family of ducks.
No need to sit on that oak bench. Just let it sit
there, forlorn, fading, with its inscribed brass
plaque. I don’t need to read it. I know what it
says.
‘Albert. Always in my heart. Forever
missed.’
Forever missed. How silly that sounds. So trite.
So distant. Something a stranger would say.
What I really want to say is, my darling, my
whole world ended the day an explosion ended
your life. My life, your life, they were, they are,
intertwined. Living, breathing, when you’re unable to do either, makes me feel I’m cheating in
some way. I look forward to joining you some
day.
I wish I could still stretch out on that bench by
the lake shore, with my head in your lap. I wish
I could feel your fingers brushing through my
hair, while we wait for the light to fade, to
watch the twinkling stars light up an inky jet
sky.
But who’d want to hear all that?
I wonder what you’re doing now?
Who you’re with?
When the shadows start to lengthen, I move
away from the window.
So dark.
So very very dark.
So quiet.
So very very quiet.
We had everything.
We have nothing.
There’s no longer even, an us anymore.
Leaving the lounge, I tread up the wide, winding staircase. Up, up, up, in the pitch dark. I
know each step like the back of my hand. Up,
up, up.
‘I can’t get the door to open darling, can
you give it a shove?’
Someone’s pushing against the front door.
Standing stock still, part way along the landing,
I hold my breath. Thieves. Breaking in. They
must know I’m on my own these days. That
even the servants have left. I’ve forgotten how
long everyone’s been gone.

‘Hold on, hold on, I’ll carry you over the
threshold,’ a young man with a girl in his arms
struggles through the door, dropping her unceremoniously on the wooden floor.
‘Cheers,’ she says, dusting herself down.
‘Sorry darling. Just wanted to do it properly for our first home together,’ the young man
replies.
‘Smells very musty. Look at all the cobwebs and dust. Gross,’ the girl retorts. Wrinkling her nose, she runs her index finger along
the banister of my beautiful stairs, then holds it
up like a trophy.
‘It’s ‘cos it’s part of an estate darling. We’ll
soon make it our own,’ the young man says
wearily.
‘Switch the lights on will you? Feels weird
in the dark,’ the girl sighs.
Taking a small torch out of his pocket, the
young man waves it around, searching the hallway. Moving towards the switches by the front
door, he flicks them up, then down.
‘Hell. Forgot to tell the electric company
to switch us on,’ he shouts.
‘Shhh. Shhh. No need to shout. There’ll be
candles or a lamp. There’s a fireplace isn’t there?
Have you got your matches?’ the girl murmurs.
Using the light from the torch, they walk into
the lounge, and busy themselves lighting the fire
with the coal that Albert and I had so plenty of.
Finding the brass candlesticks on the mantelpiece, they light the remnants of candle in them.
The lit coals in the fireplace blaze, making dancing shadows in the room.
‘Better?’ the young man asks, placing one
arm around the girl, drawing her to him in front
of the hearth.
‘Better now we’ve got rid of the draught.
Feels strange though. Like someone else is here,’
the girl says, pulling her cable-knit cardigan tight
around her.
‘There’s definitely no one else darling.
This place has been empty for years,’ the young
man says reassuringly.
Neither of them see me lurking in the darkness
of the stair landing.
I love this house, and I will never, ever, leave.
***

Georgie
by Daniel David

Georgie is vermillion.

When Georgie walks around, forgotten words and
exotic intonations crackle out of him like old
Spanish folk songs from a wind up record player.

hairs at Georgie. They all look after each other.
Georgie gives them water and green cabbage
leaves whilst they give Georgie information. You
might think caterpillars can’t speak, and you’d be
right, but they die deliberately. Each one dies on a
particular day and that day, every day, is a letter
on a wildlife calendar that Georgie has adapted.
Death spells out a word. Then words.

The kids in the village don’t like it.

“Hey” is the first word, then “Please”.

“Fucking hippie!” They yell out.

Georgie thinks they might be spelling out a whole
sentence, but the next word is “Canal” and
Georgie thinks that doesn’t make any sense at all,
so they just jot them down as single, miracle caterpillar words instead. Important words that will
mean something to someone else one day if someone just keeps a note of them.

More than this.
Georgie is frankincense. Georgie is nightingales.
Georgie is hashish.

“Jew boy!”
“Queer!”
It’s “Jew boy” that Georgie hates the most.
Sure, he always wears the same baggy, faded
jeans. He prefers hoodies and long jackets to
sparkly dresses or bra tops, even on the hottest day
of the year. But Georgie isn’t a boy. They aren’t a
girl either.
Georgie is all possibilities. A rain storm. An oboe
concerto. Christmas cake.
Georgie keeps a piece of old rope in their bedroom. They find it one day walking through the
marshes, knotted around a snapped branch and
snagged on an old hip bone. They use it to count
the abuse the kids in the town throw at them. One
ridge for one slur. Georgie doesn’t measure in
metric or imperial. They measure in twists of
wounding. Ninety eight twists is about three and a
half meters or however many feet that is.
They keep caterpillars from Uncle Walters garden
in an old tobacco tin next to the wounding rope.
Big, fat, red and hairy caterpillars that might be
dangerous but never bite or sting or explode their

Georgie wets the rope sometimes with rainwater
from the blocked gutter underneath their window.
It makes their room smell like the sea and old
bones. Broken grass from underneath a tent. Dad.
Dad takes them camping by the sea in an old bell
tent that’s almost white and has little patches of
mildew around the peg holes. They collect fish
bones and crab shells from the tide line and tie
them together to make aeroplanes and star maps.
At night they take the maps and aircraft up to the
cliff edge and read the messages in the stars, before
throwing the aeroplanes hard into the wind and
watching them float up towards Capricorn.

Georgie misses Dad. One day he just isn’t there
anymore and nobody talks about him ever again.
When Georgie asks Uncle Walter, he says he
doesn’t know what they mean. Georgie is Dad,
always has been as far as they know and they must
be dreaming. When Georgie gets cross they give
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them pills that make them feel sick and sleep for a
week. When they wake up, the kids from the city
have stolen their bike and they have to do the
washing up every night with a person they’ve never met.
When everyone is asleep, Georgie creeps back
downstairs and opens the cupboards and drawers
all around the house looking for clues about Dad.
They find a letter addressed to someone called
Ash that just says “not yet”, an old bus ticket to
Glastonbury and a single dark hair on the back of
an armchair that looks a lot like Dad’s when he
was younger.
In one room there’s a baby standing up in its cot.
It smiles at Georgie when they come in and offers
them a soft fabric bunny. They take it and stroke
down its ears, but it makes Georgie feel a little sad
so they give it back with a half smile. The room
smells of old milk and stale nappies. It makes
Georgie want to get out.
There’s a short piece of rope in the cot. Georgie
almost doesn’t see it, what with the pillows and
knotted up blankets. But it’s there in the top corner. It has three twists. Georgie smiles at the baby
and runs a sympathetic hand through their fine
straw hair. They whisper an apology and pick a
sippy cup up from the floor, sprinkling a little apple juice on the rope to make the room smell nice.
When Georgie disappears, everybody goes looking
for them. The police, the neighbours, the kids
from the nation, but they can’t find them anywhere. Dad is back, talking quietly and crying on
TV as if he knows who they’re looking for, but he
doesn’t. He only talks about purple t-shirts and
punk rock and lop eared rabbits and nobody
knows what that means. He says Georgie has
brown eyes, is six foot two and has three parallel
scars on their left arm, but Georgie doesn’t has
any of those things. They wonder how anyone will
find them looking for all the wrong stuff.

The police hunt all over the house, in the small
backyard with the rusty basketball hoop, in the
alley ways that criss cross the estate and in the
wasteland behind the garages behind the off license. At one point somebody calls out that
they’ve found something and everybody rushes
over. There’s a body there, but it’s not Georgie’s
body. It’s the body of someone no one even knows
is lost.
An old person. A writer apparently, who everyone
thought was writing away in their caravan but
wasn’t. They’ve been here for so long that their
hair is spread out through the soil like mushroom
mycelium and their phone won’t turn on anymore.

The forensics team who dig them out say that their
hair reaches all the way across the wasteland, under the paddock where the gypsies keep their horses and down to the canal. It tumbles out bank side
in delicate grey ribbons that intertwine with the
branchlets of a willow tree.
In a few months they stop looking for Georgie altogether. The laminated signs fall off the lampposts. The media go to Tokyo. Nobody wears
their t-shirts anymore. Detective Hunt is still looking though. He has a picture of Georgie on his
wall and lots of red string that knits together faces
and places like a fisherman’s map. He shuffles
notebooks about and calls youth hostels inbetween checking his Twitter feed and drinking
green tea.

But Georgie isn’t on Twitter, or TikTok, or CB
radio. They don’t have a handle, a hashtag or a
page. They don’t follow anyone, share stuff or like
things and they aren’t disappeared either. They’re
right here wondering why everyone is ignoring
them.
They drop things in Detective Hunt’s tea and rustle the pictures on his wall. They call out into
Dad’s face so many times their voice goes hoarse.
They sing sea shanties into Uncle Walter’s ears
with their new found folk voice and tug at his
huge leathery hands.
The baby is in Georgie’s room now, so they kill
four caterpillars over seven weeks to spell out
“Help”, but the baby isn’t writing it down. They
slap it across the face to make it cry, but no one
who comes seems to understand that it’s their
hand pinking its cheek. They just wipe the baby
with cream and give it juice and chocolate.
Georgie even finds the kids from the world and
begs them for abuse, whatever they have they’ll
take it. They give nothing, so Georgie curls up at
their feet, amongst the cigarette ends, drinks cans
and little splats of greasy spit. They twine around
their ankles, snuggling into the folds of their track
pants and drifting in and out of sleep as they
mouth the words of their banter absentmindedly.
Georgie is a galaxy. Georgie is the sound of wind
in young chestnut leaves. Georgie is dark inside
when it’s still light out.
***

Pumpkin
by Louise Wilford

The temperature drops as we make our way home
over the moors.

the rear shelf of the Audi like some weird Halloween satnav.

It was a lovely anniversary - we’d walked round
Nelly Moss lakes at Cragside (where Mark proposed to me ten years ago), crunching through
leaves and pine cones, greeting other walkers and
stroking their dogs, breathing in lungfuls of cool
Autumn air with a hint of woodsmoke from the
small fires the gardeners had lit to burn the bracken they were clearing. Mark was, of course, a serious hiker – he’d done the Three Peaks in Snowdonia and walked the whole of the Transpennine
Trail. I was more of a casual rambler, but it was
nice to walk together for once, even though for
Mark this was only a gentle stroll.

The moors had been glowing with orange light on
our way west, but now the evening sky is darkening a little. White streamers of mist are gathering
in the valleys, drifting into the roadside undergrowth. And on the hilltops, the moorland
spreads out on every side like a gnarly duvet
thrown over midnight sleepers.

I’d even gathered a few handfuls of late bilberries
from a patch growing beside a small waterfall, as
we walked through the woods back to our
car. Mark loved bilberries, and I could use them
to develop a new recipe.
In the afternoon, we’d stopped for lunch at a pub
in Rothbury, the stone wall at the front guarded by
a row of pumpkin jack-o-lanterns which flickered
oddly as we passed them. The man behind the bar
told us they’d had a pumpkin-carving competition
for the local children. I smiled at him, remembering the pumpkins that we’d seen that weekend
Mark proposed, adorning doorways and shopfronts, simultaneously jolly and freakish.
The barman recognised me from my cookery
show and said I could take one of the pumpkins if
I liked. ‘Maybe you could do a pumpkin recipe
and mention us in your next book,’ he suggested.
We set off home as the evening drifted in, our new
carved pumpkin, now unlit of course, sitting on

‘It’s still gorgeous, isn’t it?’ I say, glancing sideways at him from the driver’s seat. He’s looking
out over the moors and doesn’t respond. He’s always been a quiet man; it’s what I first loved
about him. He looks out over a landscape as if
he’s breathing it all in, making it a part of himself. The moors, of course, have a special place in
his heart. He was brought up in Alnmouth and he
walked here often as a young man. He knows
these moors like he knows his own skin.
There are no other cars on the road. In front of us,
I can see it stretching ahead, a pale ribbon dipping
and rising, and through the rear-view mirror it
stretches backwards, vanishing into the darkness. I can also see the carved pumpkin grinning
toothily at me, and for a second it gives me a peculiar cold feeling that I wasn’t expecting. I turn up
the car’s heater a little.
‘We’ll be back in Alnwick in twenty minutes,’ I
say, half sad, half relieved. I’m tired, if truth be
known. I’ve probably done more exercise today
than I’ve done all year. I can’t seem to get myself
motivated. I seem to spend my days sitting round
the house, waiting for Mark to return so we can
curl up together on the settee and watch our favourite box sets. Even the cookery book I’m sup-

Short Story - Fiction “Pumpkin” by Louise Wilford

posed to be writing is taking much longer than
usual. My publisher has been quite irritated by me
missing deadlines, says I’ll be lucky to have it published by the Christmas after next when people
might have forgotten I exist. You have to strike
while the iron’s hot in this business, she says. Well, at
least I’ve got those bilberries now – I’ll make Mark’s favourite bilberry and almond cake when we get home. I
try to include his favourite recipes in the book when I
can. Maybe I should do a pumpkin recipe? I glance
back at the ghoulish face on the parcel shelf and grimace.
I wasn’t even sure about this anniversary trip
north, if I’m honest. I did wonder whether it
would be too much for me. But I’m glad we did
it. It’s been a real pleasure. I haven’t been to
Cragside since he proposed, all those years ago,
and it was great to visit it again. He’s been up here
lots of times since, of course, hiking with his friends and
sometimes alone, while I’ve been busy filming my new
TV series or working on my latest book. London is so
far from Northumberland and I know he’s missed the
countryside – Greenwich Park is nice but it isn’t really a
substitute for the moors! But he never complains. He
knows my work means I have to be in London, and he’s
always been happy to support me as long as he can go on
his hikes now and then. ‘Recharging’ is what he calls
it.
Looking at his profile now I can see how these
hills have shaped him. His skin is browner, more
weather-beaten than mine, his hair just beginning
to turn grey – I think it makes him look interesting, along with his pale blue eyes and the lines
round them from squinting in all weathers. He’s
always been an attractive man. Seeing him beside
me in the car provokes a sudden need to kiss him,
tell him how I feel about him. But he seems so self
-possessed, so wrapped in his own thoughts, that I
don’t feel I can disturb him.
We are at the brow of a hill when it happens. Suddenly, I see a flicker of yellowish light in the mirror, like a distant flame, and the murky interior of
the car suddenly becomes brighter. For a moment, I think that a car has come up behind us,
headlights on full beam, but where could it have
come from? A moment earlier there were no cars
behind or in front.
I glance over my shoulder and the car swerves into
the edge of the road as I slam on the brakes in
shock. The pumpkin face is now lit up by a candle
flame that has suddenly, inexplicably, re-ignited.
‘Christ almighty!’

The car judders to a halt, the anti-lock brakes kicking in, one wheel on the mossy, muddy verge. We
both turn round to look at the pumpkin. It must
be a prank, of course, a joke pumpkin – some sort
of mechanism inside to make it light up at random
moments. The barman must have let us have it as
some sort of Trick or Treat nonsense. Very funny,
I think, though I’m not amused. He might have
caused a car accident, or a fire.
The pumpkin continues to glow eerily, light spilling from a jagged mouth and frowning eyeholes that seem now somehow more devilish, less
charming, than they seemed earlier.
I realise Mark’s no longer in the passenger seat.
He has somehow got out of the car, though I didn’t hear the door opening, and he’s standing on
the edge of the moorland staring out, away from
me. The bag of bilberries has spilled across the
seat.
Suddenly I am angry. What’s he doing, leaving
me to deal with this while he arses about staring
dreamily across the landscape like some sort of cut
-price Heathcliff? I open the driver’s door, clamber out of the car, my legs stiff, and open the rear
door, sticking in my head so I can blow out the
flame in the pumpkin before it sets my bloody car
on fire. It’s giving off more heat than I expected
and I can’t get close enough to see whether it’s a
conventional candle or not, but I blow at it anyway, with little effect. The flame simply flickers
and then grows bigger. The grinning face laughs
silently at me.
I back out of the car and run round to Mark. He is
still standing there, his hands in his trouser pockets
in that familiar stance. Why is he doing this to
me?
He turns and smiles that sweet old smile he always
gave me before he left on one of his hikes. He’d
hoist up his backpack, then smile down at me,
wistful and kind, as if he wished I could go with
him but knew I wasn’t ready yet. I can see the
ghostly outline of a backpack on his shoulders
now.
Then he steps forward onto the brown heather,
pulling a bilberry from his pocket and popping it in
his mouth as he always used to do, and strides onto the moor towards the place where he died, last
year, alone, of a heart attack.
Behind me in the car, the pumpkin’s flame winks
out. I lean against the passenger door, defeated,
watching my husband stride away across the
moors.
***

Twisting Shapes II
Egg tempera on craft paper by Anne Hill

The Mirror at Midnight
by Beck Collett

I catch myself pondering a great deal these days; how can
it be that I am studied so very much by them, and yet never truly seen? A cruel joke from the creator, I am the very
definition of irony. It’s a cold existence. Between you and
I, I feel used, though I know that is my role. I’m not foolish enough to expect any more out of it. Still, I dream of
being looked at, seen for the very first time; virgin eyes
on my sleek form. It will never happen, though, it is not
allowed. I see them, the flesh mother and father, and the
little fleshy girl. The girl gets closest to fulfilling me;
sometimes I think she is looking at me, seeing me, and I
gasp – silently, of course, but then she pulls a face and
laughs, so perhaps not. One day maybe, I shall surprise
her, and pull a different face back; see how she likes that.
I keep them all inside me, all the ones who looked my
way. Maybe today will be the day. At midnight, little
fleshy girl stares, baring teeth, looking off to one side, not
seeing herself, but, maybe, looking for me. Does she
know I am here? I am feeling (can I feel?) devilish, so I
shiver (a trick I have learnt, designed to thrill), let all the
other distorted faces I remember show themselves. She
screams, runs off to tell her parents of the demons.
I feel…nothing.

Afternoon Tea
by Diana Hayden

Afternoon tea provided by Riva restaurant Helensburgh

I took my tray to a table tucked away beside the pond next to a hideous two foot tall gnome.
Ping. Sue’s text. “Just parking.”
“Look for me near pond,” I replied.
My right eye caught something. Was it a wink?
“You’re in the lucky chair,” the gnome said.
Before I had time to think I’d morphed into a gnome. Any moment Sue would arrive.
The gnome put his hand over my face.
“Why did you do that?” I growled.
“So she doesn’t recognise you,” he sneered.
Sue texted frantically. “Where are you?”
I screamed but nothing came out.

***

A Special Occasion
by John Bukowski

I’m a salesman from a long line of salesmen. My grandfather sold Studebaker’s before he
moved up to Cadillacs. At various times, my father sold jewelry, cosmetics, and eventually printing supplies. I sell menswear. Not as lucrative as in
decades past, when suits and ties were a fact of
day-to-day life, but still a living. My salesman’s
smile is always ready, needing only a door chime
to bring it forth. Today that patented smile widened into a look of surprise.
I’d worked at the Fashionable Male for
twenty years, ten as owner. I thought I knew all
the types; had learned how to handle them. The
young guys looking for prom attire usually arrived
in groups amidst horseplay and crude language. A
firm hand and exclamations of “That looks hot”
worked well with them. The nervous, slightly older fellows sought wedding apparel, typically accompanied by a bride-to-be. In those cases, defer
to the decision maker not the living male mannequin. Older businessmen had a well-fed look; they
bought quickly and in volume: Fratello ties,
Brooks Brother suits, Daniel and Ellissa shirts.
Service and kiss ass. Cha-ching! But men near the
century mark were a rarity. Rarer still was one
coming in under his own power–alone.
“May I help you, sir?”
“I don’t know, young fella. But I’d appreciate it if you tried.”
There was sadness in his smile, weariness
as well. Perhaps he recently lost a friend or relative. Or maybe this was just how you looked after
a lifetime of fatigue and pain, woes and worries,

loss and grief. A frayed sport jacket draped loosely
over slumped shoulders and bent spine. A yellowed-white shirt rising and falling rapidly under
an old bow tie; the breath barely able to find its
way in before it needed to escape. Sweat beading
on a broad forehead with a feverish look, as if the
skin tags and wisps of white hair might smolder at
any moment. Maybe this was how I’d look if I
lived long enough.
“I’ll certainly do my best. What are we
looking for today?”
“Well, son, we are looking for a chair and
some clothes, in that order.”
“I think I can help with both. Please, have
a seat.”
I ushered him to a straight-backed chair,
holding one frail arm as his shiny pants lit lightly
on the cushion. Then I shook the withered claw
protruding from a ragged tweed cuff. “Welcome to
The Fashionable Male. I’m Robert Crown, but
please call me Bob.”
“Thank you kindly, Bob. Jack Mayhew.”
He mopped his head with a balled up red hankie.
“Whew. That’s a long walk.”
I looked outside for a companion parking
the car. “Will someone be joining us today? Your
son or daughter perhaps?”
“My son died nine, no make that ten years
ago. Just two years after his mama. Heart attack.
Never had a daughter. Would have been nice,
though.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Jack.”
As the old man waved off my condolences,
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my eyes scanned the lot for a senior’s shuttle or
maybe a caregiver parking a Buick or shiny black
Lincoln. But nothing moved outside. The three
handicapped spaces remained empty.
“May I ask, ah, how you got here today?”
“Bus,” Jack said. “Got my senior’s card.”
He patted his breast pocket, eliciting a cough.
“That and six bits gets me where I need to go.”
“You walked all the way from the bus
stop?”
He nodded, again mopping his brow before repocketing the balled hankie. “Long way.”
“Can I get you some water? Coffee?”
His smile lit up a bit. “Water’d be nice.”
I reached into the mini fridge hidden under
the haberdashery shelves. Unscrewing the cap
from a cold bottle, I said, “Cup?”
He shook his head and winked. “Not so
old yet I can’t drink from the bottle.”
“Of course not.” I smiled. “What can I
show you today, Jack? Sport jacket? Slacks? We
have some nice Joseph Abboud sweaters on sale.”
“I’m in the market for a dark suit, Bob.
Nothing fancy. Nice black suit. Maybe gray.”
“Is this for a funeral?”
My grandmother once told me that the
saddest thing about growing old was watching
your friends and family die off, one by one. I figured Jack must be near the end of the line in that
regard.
He nodded. “You could say that.”
“Close friend?”
His sad smile returned. “Yeah. Most of the
time, anyway.”
“Well, I’m sorry for your loss. You just
rest a moment and I’ll bring out some selections.”
I eyeballed him as a size thirty-four-short
but brought out thirty-sixes. A bit of a bag hides a
multitude of stoops, crooks, and sags. I shied
away from names like Brioni and Armani; they
looked to be out of his price range, judging by appearances. And I didn’t think he was looking for a
continental flair. I kept it moderately priced. And I
kept it American.
For the next hour and fifteen minutes, Jack
Mayhew and I danced the clothier’s tango. He
took his time, touching material, slowly and carefully rising to try on jackets before slowly and
carefully sitting again to recover and sip water. I
didn’t mind. I had nothing better to do at ten on a
Wednesday morning. Maybe sell a pair of sox
here or there. Besides, how often do you get to
hear the life story of someone who voted for
Thomas Dewey – more than once. And something
more. I think we both found it therapeutic, at least
I did.
My dad passed away just one year ago this

month. For the two years previous, I spent every
Wednesday (my day off) and Sunday afternoon
with him. At first it was a chore, a duty I’d promised my mother when she passed. Then it became
a habit. Finally, it was a familiar ritual that
brought pleasure to us both. My dad enjoyed the
company, although he never said so. I came to
enjoy getting to know the man who’d sired me but
with whom I’d never really connected. Not until
those last two years. Now that it was over, I
missed it. Or maybe I just missed him.
“You were actually a door-to-door salesman during the depression?”
Bob’s grey wisps bobbed. “Hammond’s
Illustrated Bibles.”
“Bibles? Door to door?”
He sipped water and smiled. “Yep. Gilt
edged. Hand-painted flyleaf and book headings.”
“And you were able to make a living doing
… What I mean is, I can’t imagine that expensive
bibles went with twenty-percent unemployment.”
He winked. “You’d be surprised. But you
had to know how to sell. Whose doors to knock
on.”
I draped a dark Brooks Brothers over his
sunken chest, shook my head and exchanged it for
a Kenneth Cole. “And how did you know that?’
“Did my homework. Got to know the
neighborhoods.” He coughed, a hollow rattle that
shook his skinny frame. “I was just a pup myself,
barely sixteen. But I learned fast. Found out where
the rich Presbyterians lived; Catholics were likely
to slam the door in your face.” He chuckled at an
old memory. “Sometimes it paid to grease the
wheels a bit, too.”
I nodded at the Kenneth Cole, then helped
him put it on over the new white shirt I’d selected
for him. “Grease the wheels?”
Jack rubbed thumb and fore finger together. “Payola. Lettuce. Moola. Buck slipped to a
doorman could get you into a posh apartment
house. Get you the names of a few likely prospects
too.”
The jacket was a bit loose, but as I say,
covered a multitude of sins. “Where was that
Jack? What city, I mean.”
“Chicago,” he replied. “Before the war.”
His eyes took on a far-away cast. “Just a year before I met Evelynn.”
“Was that your wife?”
He nodded; gaze focused on visions from
eighty years ago.
“You must have been married a long
time.”
He kept nodding. “Yep. Long time.”
I gave him a few moments then cleared my
throat. “How about we try on these trousers?” I
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helped him up and stumble-stepped him to the
dressing room. “You going to need help in there,
Jack?”
“Guess I can still change my own pants,”
he said. “As long as there’s a place to sit.”
“There’s a bench in there, at the back,” I
said. “Take your time.” I stood at the door, listening for sounds of trouble. “Were you in World
War II, Jack?”
“Yep.” The reply sounded strained with
effort. “Eighth Air Force. Ball turret gunner.”
I whistled. “I understand that was quite a
dangerous job.”
“So they tell me. But I guess they was all
dangerous. Tail gunner was probably worse…
dratted zipper.”
“Need a hand?”
“No, I got it.”
The fitting-room door clicked open and
Jack shuffled out, his stockinged feet gliding over
dark material.
“Hold on,” I said. “Let me turn up those
cuffs before you trip. We’ll hem them later.” I
folded material around one bony ankle, then started on the second. “So, the tail gunner was most
dangerous. Why was that?”
“You see, if they could take him out, that
left the whole back of the plane open. Just sit in
the six o’clock and lob cannon shells into us. Lost
my best friend to a Kraut twenty millimeter. Tommy Wheelan. Hell of a guy.” He swayed on his
feet.
“Here, let me help you.” I sat him back
down. “Would you like more water? Or maybe
coffee? I was just going to pour myself a cup.”
His smile brightened. “Mighty kind of you.
I like coffee. Black. Yes, mighty kind. Thank
you.”
“Don’t mention it. Thank you for your service.”
I returned from the back room with two
cups. “Why don’t I put this down to cool?”
He nodded.
“I guess you probably lost a lot of friends
in the war.”
His eyes lost focus again, as if staring
through me to the past. “Yep. Yes indeed. War.
Heart attacks. Cancer. Car accidents. Even a boat
accident.” His voice took on the huskiness of
strained emotion. “I lost a lot of friends. Lost em
lots of ways. That’s the hardest part of growing
old.”
“Yes,” I said, not knowing what else to
say. “So I understand.” I smiled to change the
mood. “But I guess it beats the alternative.”
He looked directly at me without a trace of
humor. “Not really.”

“Well, um, … let me see.” I appraised him
sitting in his black suit. “That looks sharp. Would
you like to look in the mirror?”
“I’ll take your word, son.” His voice
sounded distant, as if it came from wherever his
unfocused eyes were gazing. “Not really.” I could
barely hear him now. “Not this long. Too damn
long.” His eyes glistened.
“Ah, well, Jack. Um, can I show you some
dress socks? Belts? We’re having a special on
Tommy John briefs.”
“No,” he whispered. “I guess I won’t be
needing socks or underwear. Why piss money on
something that don’t show.”
“Well, ah, … how about a new tie? Perhaps something in grey?”
He nodded, still staring far away or within
himself, a smile rising to the corners of his mouth.
“That’d be fine. Pick me out a nice one.” As I left,
I heard him add, “Thank you for your kindness.”
I selected a Saks printed silk, grey with a
white stripe. “How about this,” I said, returning
from the tie rack. “It’ll break up the solid colors
without breaking your wallet.” I held the tie next
to his dark jacket. “What do you think?”
His eyes had closed. His right hand was
clutching something.
“Jack?” I touched the hand, which had
gone from feverish to cool. “Jack?” I tapped his
arm. The hand opened, a money clip plopping to
the carpet next to the stub of a number-two pencil.
I hesitantly picked up the clip. A business
card sat beside a wad of hundred-dollar bills.
Printed on one side of the card was Mangione Funeral Home. There was writing on the other side. I
read the words that had been penned by a less
than steady hand.
‘All arrangements have been made. Keep
the extra for your trouble.’
Below this, five words were scribbled in
pencil.
‘Don’t bother hemming the cuffs.’
It was only then I noticed that Jack Mayhew had stopped breathing. The smile on his face
looked peaceful.
***

Twisted Hatter
by Lola Langan

The Inside Out Girl
by Jane Langan

Once upon a time, the boy found an inside out
girl who lived in the cave on the side of the
mountain next to the forest and lived happily
ever after.
But this isn’t the beginning of the story. I
have started at the end.
I’ll try again.
Once upon a time, there was a boy called Billy.
Billy was like most boys; he liked to play and
jump and explore. He came from a large, happy
family and had six older brothers and sisters.
His father was the local carpenter and
spent all day in his workshop building things for
people. His mother looked after the cottage and
the children. It was all very traditional. But Billy
didn’t want to be traditional. He felt different;
he didn’t want to be like his brothers and sisters.
Billy didn’t want to learn woodwork with his
father. Billy didn’t want to learn to cook and
clean with his mother. He wanted to be a travelling minstrel. He wanted to wear fancy clothes.
Some days he felt like wearing his sister’s
clothes and some days he felt like wearing his
own. He didn’t understand why they had to be
different. His mother and father tolerated his
behaviour and believed that he would grow out
of it. His brothers and sisters were less kind.
‘Baby Billy wants to be a little girl. Baby
Billy wants to cut off off his little winkie and
wee sitting down. Baby Billy is a silly Billy…’
You can imagine. Children are cruel.
Billy played less and less at home. He
would get his chores done in the morning and
disappear until dinner time in the evening; he
was exploring and building his minstrel-ling

repertoire.
In fairness, Billy had only ever met a
minstrel once; but it had made a big impression—the minstrel had sung, danced and told
stories impersonating all the characters. So, Billy sung as he ran through the forest. Billy
danced and did acrobatics in the pine covered
clearings and Billy would shout and sing his stories to the birds and squirrels in the trees.
Billy was a gifted storyteller and had a
fine voice. Even his acrobatics, with persistence,
practice and a quite a few bruises, had become
an impressive tumbling show. Soon, Billy
thought, I shall leave home and make my way
in the world telling my stories. People will
throw money and I shall live a wonderful minstrel life.
Billy wandered further and further from
home every time he went out. Each time finding
a new route, a new tree, a new stream. Until
one day, he finally reached the other side of the
forest and found the mountain he could see
from his bedroom window.
For a moment, Billy couldn’t quite believe he had made it that far. He stood with his
hands on his hips and gazed up and up to see
the snow-covered summit.
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One day I will stand on the top of this
mountain and see the entire world, he thought.
Then he heard a noise. It wasn’t a normal noise.
It wasn’t a squirrel in a tree. Or the heavy step of
a bear on a branch. It wasn’t a bird call he was
familiar with. It was a very odd noise indeed.
The noise was like a gulp and a yell all at once,
a kind of swallowed scream. He couldn’t describe it, but Billy was a fearless young man, so
instead of running from the noise, he went towards it. First though, he looked at the forest
floor and grabbed a sturdy stick, just in case.
The noise continued, almost like an ugly
hum, continuous. Quietly, Billy crept. Until he
came to the mouth of a dark cave. The noise
was echoing out of there.

Now, between you and me. This is where I
would have returned to the forest to continue
with practising my minstrel-ling. Not Billy.
Billy was an industrious fellow. He
looked about, got his knife from his pocket and
pierced the pine tree, making a hole—resin
seeped slowly out. As it did, Billy removed his
undershirt and placed it at the bottom of the tree
to catch the resin. While this was happening,
Billy gathered several similar sized sticks and
tied them together with a vine, then he got his
resin covered undershirt and knotted it firmly to
his sticks. He had his torch. Now he needed to
light it. He looked to the forest floor again and
found a flint. A spark. The torch was lit.
The noise continued throughout his efforts and seemed to become more desperate.

‘Ugh gulp ahh. Ugh gulp ahh. Ahh. Ugh.
Gulp.’
Billy stood in the mouth of the cave for a
moment as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. He
couldn’t make out how far it went but he could
see a smallish lump about fifty feet ahead of
him. The smallish lump seemed to be where the
noise was coming from.
‘Hello. Hello,’ shouted Billy, ‘Is anybody
there?’
‘Ugh, gulp, ahh,’ said the lump.
Billy edged closer, he thought he could
make out arms and legs, but something wasn’t
quite right.
‘Do you need help. Can I help you?’ shouted Billy.
Still the same noise. The lump uncurled
itself and stood up. Billy was only ten feet away
now. He dropped the torch. He couldn’t believe
what he saw.
There in front of him stood a girl. But she
was all the wrong way around. Her insides were
on the outside and everything looked a bit like a
bloody mess. She held her arms out as if for
help.
Billy slowly leaned down, keeping his eyes
fixed on the poor thing and picked up his torch.
He took another step towards her.
‘How can I help? There must be something
I can do.’
Her hands beckoned him forward. She had
stopped making the sound.
He took another step.
Close now, Billy found her quite terrifying
to look at. Of course, he had seen his father
butcher animals, but he had never seen anything
like this. How was she still alive? Had someone
done this to her? He had so many questions and
he had no way of finding out. The sight of her
made him feel very sad.
Still her fingers bent and beckoned. Billy
took another step.
‘Can you write, is there something you
want to say? Although, I suppose you can’t see.
Can you hear even?’ Billy was talking to her as
she stood, arms akimbo, fingers moving.
He took another step. She was almost in
touching distance.
‘Was it an evil witch that did this to you?’
That was the last thing Billy said before suddenly, the girl had peeled herself around him, covering him, from head to foot so her right side was
on the outside and her insides were all over Billy; his face, his body, his limbs, he felt her attach
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herself, he felt the stalks of her eyes, push into
his eyes. He screamed and then fell to the floor,
the girl with him.
Hours later they woke up. Billy wasn’t just
Billy he was she, they were they, together and
one. They looked down and didn’t recognise
themselves. They walked to the stream and
looked at their face, their eyes had merged. Billy
had brown eyes; the girl had green. They had
Hazel. They smiled and realised how attractive
they were. They were perfect. They felt whole.
They tried singing and suddenly their range was
twice as good, they tumbled higher than they
ever had before. And when they tried their stories, they were better than anything Billy could
have come up with alone.

They shared every thought and memory
but how the girl became inside out in the cave
was a mystery, and to be honest they didn’t
care. Meanwhile, Billy’s family thought he had
run off to become a minstrel and never heard
from him again.
The first thing they did was climb to the
summit of the mountain and see the entire
world. Then they founded a hugely successful
travelling theatre company.
They lived happily ever after.

Twisted Politics
by Dini Armstrong

***

Bridge Echoes
by Lily Lawson

IMAGE: Ruth Loten

The girl appeared, dripping wet, on the path in
front of me. It was unusual for me to see a girl in
a dress, my kids lived in shorts or trousers. I
stepped back. ‘Where did she come from?’ I shivered despite the sunshine.
“Sir, don’t go there, it’s not safe.” she
pointed behind her.
I looked and saw the bridge was out.
“Right, I see. What happened to you?”
“Fell in, didn’t I.”
“Are you hurt?”
“No Sir, don’t you worry about me, my
Momma will take care of me.”
“Ok, go and get warmed up, you’ll catch
your death hanging around like that.”

“Will do, Sir”
“Where’s your Momma?”
“Back there, Sir.”
“Right, thanks for the warning.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
The warmth returned to my bones. I
looked to see where she went but she’d disappeared. I turned my bike round and went along
the p ath in the other di rec tion.
My encounter kept nagging at me. ‘Who
was she? Where was her Momma? What happened?’
Later, reading the local paper which had
been pushed through the letter box that evening,
I came across this:

Pitchfork
by Sharon Rockman
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Steaming cargo trains of food

Invoking fears of the underworld

Call them bain maries if you like

And the quake of destination -

Manned by serious conductors

The old lady was Maleficent

Call them chefs if you prefer

Transmogrified to dragon

Leaning in to stoke the fires

Sparking the internal wiring

Leaning out towards the roving plates

Of hidden tubes and tunnels

Of diners who respond to service
As hunter gatherers of a new age

Rolling her fireball through

Gliding smoothly between stations

Those schematic networks

Balancing their helpings whilst

Multi-coloured fare zones –

Traversing polished tracks

It became possible to imagine
Her meal and subsequent mortality

I was attending to my appetite
An orderly abatement-

I snatched madly at her fork and folly

Until the old woman by the toasters

She hissed at me and sputtered to a stop

Raised her gleaming pitchfork

She did not want her toast to burn

Most murderously aloft
0m/s at the top of its trajectory
Before its deadly downward stab
I might have sounded the whistle

(after Charles Simic and

From between squared teeth

a random diner)

As Lady Macbeth filled the frame

Alec’s heterotopic dream-helmet
by Anne Hill

The Worst Cyber Bully
by Helen Rana
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Veena, one of the forensic computer analysts,
peered hesitantly around the door. ‘Sorry to disturb you sir, but I’ve found out who sent those
messages to Daniel Smith.’ She hovered in front
of the desk, holding the deceased teenager’s
computer.

‘Show me.’
She placed the laptop on the desk and
turned it to face her senior officer, pointing at a
name on the screen.
DS Colin Blackwell bent down to look into
the screen. ‘What, all of them?’
‘Most of them, yeah. Eighty-seven percent
of the messages come from different accounts all
belonging to the same person.’
‘Good god!’ He ran his fingers through his
hair and stared at her in bewilderment. ‘How
can we explain this to his family?’
In the short time Daniel had been dead, his
family had set up a ‘Justice 4 Dan’ anti-online
bullying crusade, using the strength of their anger and loss to marshal people, crowdsource
funds and resources. They wore t-shirts bearing
his face, had set up social media campaigns, spoken to local and national media, and organised a
candlelight vigil for that evening. Almost every-

one in the local community had joined in, and
those who hadn’t were viewed with intense suspicion – had they contributed to the sixteen-year
old’s untimely death?
The youngster had drunk a bottle of vodka
and swallowed two packets of his mother’s
strong codeine painkillers. He lay dying on his
bedroom floor for hours, discovered when his
twelve-year old sister came home from school.
The last messages he had received were still on
his computer and phone screens, surrounded by
vivid emojis:
Have you done it yet?

You gays make me sick
Go on, are you too scared to do it??!!
Kill yourself, you fat poof!
They were all visible to other people
online, some of who had interjected in his defence:
People who are homophobic are usually
gay themselves but too scared to admit it
Stop picking on him!!!
The police had acted with speed and force,
interviewing Daniel’s family and friends, confis-
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cating the devices of several likely suspects to
find who was behind the intimidation and incitement to suicide.
Meanwhile, Veena had been scrutinising
Daniel’s own online footprint.
‘I don’t understand,’ Colin said.
‘It actually happens quite a lot,’ she explained.
‘But why? What would anyone hope to
achieve by doing this?’
‘Attention, I suppose. You make up
online personas that attack you as a way to try
to gain sympathy or support. To make people
rally round. For validation.’

Veena nodded. ‘They call it sadfishing.
It’s self-harming, digitally.’
‘Right. Well, shall we wait until tomorrow
to tell the family?’ Colin suggested. ‘Let them
have their vigil tonight, it might give them some
solace in the meantime. They’re going to be
very upset when they find out what’s really happened.’
He would let the Smiths fight against perceived injustice until tomorrow morning. Then
they would have to be told the identity of Daniel’s cyber bullies.
Daniel Smith himself.
***

Colin was bewildered. ‘What a world we
live in,’ he sighed.

Hard Bargain
by Leila Martin
Today, she must catch all the leaves. She
sprints for the treeline, her boots lifting woodchips. I trail in her wake, past shifting branches
and the steel glint of a tossed crisp packet. She
doesn’t look back. The wind dashes my smile
away.

nation as she springs to snatch the last stray leaf.
I can’t deny any longer what I could never have
guessed back then, rocking desperate bargains
over a hot clod of tissue: keen ears can always
hear you.

She’s pouncing now. Her scarf is a flame,
ferocious against the drab flanks of bark. Wait, I
call. I fold onto an iron bench. Its chill seeps
through my jeans.

Branches creak their empty fingers. The
sky’s dimmed to stone, and the only colour left
is the licking flame of her scarf, now advancing.
She struts, puffed with pride, her hands hooked
over two damp bunches. Here.

She’s lost her hat. Her hair lashes her
ears. She’s only playing. It’s what kids are supposed to do, though she ignores the chirping
gaggle at the swings.

It’s getting late, I say. Let’s go home. The
leaves are clammy in my grasp. Too late, I try to
resist the impulse to release them. They swarm,
frantic; pinwheel away.

Her lips are moving. I shiver, pull up my
collar. The wind grips me with the sudden,
strange urge to leap from this bench and run to
her and claim her; to peel across the grass behind us, slam myself into my car and roar away.
I’m clenching metal, my knuckles white teeth. A
senior in tweed clicks past with a beagle in tow.
His eyes graze mine and narrow.
I rub warmth into my hands and try to
convince myself I just need sleep. No-one knows
those yawning years in the beginning; she could
never remember being captive in glass. She
could never remember herself tiny, luminous
and raw.
But her face skewers with such determi-

Her eyes are lamps.

***

Banshee
by Louise Wilford

Your lost voice, slithering over the hilltop scree,
wailing over the wood’s moonshading fingers,
breathing its scared-to-stone soprano sigh
against my rattling door. That lonely cry, surfing
on the air’s curling wave, skimmed across my roof-tiles,
funnelled down my chimney, fills the rooms of my life
with the wild outside. Cat-yowl, owl-shriek, whine
of a rising tornado, complaint of metal against metal,
lunatic’s moan, the keening of a doodlebug before
the menacing silence, before true night begins.
Give it your best shot, omen-screecher, warner,
worrier. See if I wake in the grey hours, stiff

with terror at your drunk-on-shadows scream.
See if I cringe and shiver as your stinking
wings flap against my bedroom windows
and your yellow eyes search the nightmare corners

of my mind.

Abstraction
by Anne Hill

Herculaneum
by Edward Alport
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I read those twisted signs,
The tortured casts of dogs and men
Frozen in fire.
Some perfect monument to pass
Word of when the end could come:
So sweet and soft and hardly a whiff
Of Hell on its breath.
Huddling on the beach,
Striding down the street,

All of life on display on a shelf:
Frozen in fire.
I read those twisted signs
Of life frozen on its way to somewhere else
And sometime else.
Waiting for the word that never comes
Waiting for a key to turn, a spark to jump
Permission to unwrap myself
From suffocating breath
From tangling shrouds
From caltrops, scattered on the road.
Waiting for life to start again, one day,
Sometime else.

When She Comes Home
by Cheryl Powell

IMAGE: SINDRE STRØM (PEXELS)

He always watches for her. Knowing she would
come in darkness. He feels her, a vibration in his
blood, as she moves swiftly across the dark water of the Fen. She is almost home now, and he
and Maeve are anxious, waiting.
This time she leaves it till the last moment,
when dawn is about to break, the first blade of
light cutting sky from earth. Her skin will soon
seethe with heat and he thinks how much she
had once loved the sun. ‘Tell me about the sunshine flower, Daddy,’ she would plead, a small
child, climbing into his lap with a storybook.
And he would smell the fruit-bread sweetness of
her as she pressed her cheek to his, feel the flutter of her childish heart. He would want to hold
her then, forever, not like later when she was
older, becoming a woman. Then, he was tortured by the way she looked at him, her touch,
what she took from him.
He and Maeve have grown old. They have
lived too long, willed themselves on for her sake.
For who will love her when they are gone? And
how will she survive eternity without love?
She is on the threshold now and his voice
falters. ‘So many years,’ he tells her. ‘So many
years.’

‘Has it been so long, Daddy?’ Her voice is
girlish still, unchanged by decades of wandering,
her lips red and moist. She is always seventeen,
the same as the day she was taken, yet he knows
her corruption.
‘Jack?’ Maeve is calling him. She is weak,
failing.
‘It’s the girl.’ He can never bring himself to
say her name, call her daughter, for that would
make him a monster. His daughter, his Evie, had
died that terrible night, out there on the causeway, though it was he who had gone looking for
her and had carried her home. It was he who
had dressed the wounds on her neck, held her
tight through her night-long convulsions, waited
as her blood cooled and her heart fell silent. It
was he who had given her what she craved, what
was forbidden, and for that he was being punished. They both were.
Maeve had known at once what Evie had
become, and dare not draw back the curtain or
let daylight in.
But Maeve’s life-force is beaten thin now.
‘Oh, Evie,’ she murmurs. ‘My girl. My girl,’ and
puts out her hands to her.
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Evie draws back, but he knows she is taking
in every detail, recalibrating her assessment of
her once-parents, realizing she has almost left it
too late.
‘Are you in trouble, Evie?’ he says to her.
He thinks again about journeys to the grim
marshes, the uninhabited place beyond the outer
islands of Black Fen, the sluggish rivers choked
with sourgrass and vast bogs that would swallow
a body in minutes. Yet he knows he no longer
has the strength to punt the distance or lift a
corpse, however shrunken and depleted she has
left it.
‘No,’ she smiles. ‘Can I come in?’ Even
now, she will not step over the threshold uninvited, though dawn is breaking and her peril great.
‘This is your home, Evie,’ says Maeve, and
takes her hand, and leads her into the dark closet
of the kitchen, and doesn’t flinch at the rankness
of her; the stench of brackish earth and foul
breath. Barefoot walks Evie, still wearing the
dark green dress Maeve made for her years before, though it is mildewed and threadbare now
and stained with silt. Evie has no need of clothes
except to help her hunt, to move more easily
among humans.
The cottage is disintegrating, walls fretted
with ivy, the orange glow of day burning
through the cracks. He must lead the girl to her
resting place, the rotten chamber beneath the
cottage, lest she perish.
‘Do you need me?’ he asks
He does not look at her but feels her starving eyes upon him.

‘I’ve missed you, Daddy.’ She turns to
him, and he feels his blood sing as she examines
his face, probing, and he knows she has detected
the self-loathing in him, and the disgust for her;
the never-diminishing guilt. But he will give in to
her, like he always has, because he can do no
other.
‘Come by the fire,’ Maeve entreats. ‘You
look so cold.’
It is night again and Evie has risen, her hair
clotted with earth, the stink of her foul. But she
complies, allowing her skin to grow rosy from
the warmth of the fire, as if radiant with youth,
the way she was when alive, that last night striding out in her summer dress, hair loose and copper-bright and he in anguish as she had kissed
him, forcefully, and he still reeling from her earlier violence. There was no life in her now, no
humanity, her yearning for him was a sinful
hunger only. And yet, despite it all, he felt that
something of her was still his daughter.
Her eyes glitter in the firelight and he can
see the hauntedness there. He knows how difficult it is for her to be with them, to smell their
blood, control her addiction. That’s why he must
let her use him. For the sake of Maeve. That’s
what he tells himself. For Maeve could never
shut out the girl, even after she took Michael
from his crib, and drained him and left him
bleached, a soft bag of flesh they had to bury.
The girl had shown no remorse, felt none, for
such, he knew, was the pull of her hunger.
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In time, Maeve forgave her. He had never
understood that. He had wanted to destroy the
girl, thought he hated her enough to do it, and
was young and strong then. They could have
been free of her. He could easily have driven a
stake into her heart when she slept. She was a
depraved thing, after all, an abomination, and so
was he for giving himself to her but, in the end,
Maeve stayed his hand.
‘I can’t lose Evie too, Jack.’ she had said.
She always blamed herself for Michael, believing
garlic and holy water would protect him,
thought the crucifix would hold the girl at bay.
She knew nothing then of a vampire’s voracious
appetite, the blood lust they were at the mercy
of, and the iron strength of them. Even now, he
remembers the look of the girl after the kill, satiated and jubilant, for to her kind there is nothing
sweeter than the blood of a sleeping infant.
After that she lusted for him, her father. His
blood. And he allowed it, desired it even, though
each violation left him guilty and roiling with
self-disgust.
But even now Evie looks beautiful to him.
And she still wears the locket they bought years
ago, fixing their portraits in the oval frames. ‘We
thought you might wear it, Evie,’ Maeve told
her. ‘To remind yourself you are never alone.
Our love goes with you. Always.’
He had seen no reaction, no expression on
the girl’s face, though she had sat perfectly still
and allowed Maeve’s trembling fingers to fastened the chain. The girl didn’t look at the locket
or touch it. He wonders whether she ever had.
It is deepest night and Maeve turns and
strokes Evie’s hair. She whispers the words he
has always dreaded would come.
‘I’ll not last the night, Evie. Take me with
you.’ Her plea is like the soft hush of the sea.
‘No, Maeve.’ He does not raise his voice, or
move towards her. ‘No, my darling. This is not
the way.’
‘She will have nobody,’ she beseeches him.
‘For all eternity. Nobody. Oh, Evie, sweetheart.
Take me with you.’
Evie stirs. ‘I will be nothing to you, mama,’ she says and her voice is hollow, like an
echo in an empty room. ‘You will not love me.
You will not love anyone. You will feel nothing
but hunger.’
He knew this was true. But Maeve would
not believe it. ‘You no longer know the human
heart, Evie. What it is capable of. How it endures. Take me with you.’

Evie sits still and says nothing, and he
watches Maeve take a comb and untangle the
girl’s clotted hair and wash her face, dabbing at
her skin with great tenderness, though he knows
the girl feels nothing. And so they remain, all
three, silent and waiting, until the fire burns low
and the room grows dark. Night wears on towards dawn and Maeve’s breathing shallows.
‘It is time, Mama,’ says Evie, rising at last.
She takes Maeve in her arms. ‘Come. It is time.’
….
He is at the window now, watching the sky,
a blue-black skin holding back a world unknown. Two dark figures move on the land, one
carrying the other, lost on a great sea of emptiness. Maeve, he knows, will soon be gone and
he will follow. He looks on. The figures are still.
And he too is still, excluded, waiting for first
light, for the trickle of day, the blood-light on the
horizon. He knows he will not turn away even
as his daughter’s skin begins to ignite, as the
flames break her open and the fire catches at
Maeve’s hair and consumes them both. But he
will hold on to that moment earlier, when Evie
came to him and took his face in her
cold, lifeless hands and pulled him close so their
cheeks touched. She held him there as if to
warm herself, a tenderness he had almost forgotten. ‘Sorry Daddy.’ And for a second something
juddered in her chest, he had felt it against him,
a spark that flared momentarily and
then extinguished. He knew that spark; knew it
right away. For it was the memory of her heartbeat.
***

The Lady
by Dave Sinclair

One summer day, my lover and I
walked hand in hand, around Hampton Court.
We came to the maze and entered within
following no plan, just steps without thought.

The breeze chilled my skin as the couple
turned away
and faded from sight into corridors of green.

Our path was ushered by cool laurel walls,

I looked to my love, and asked him to say

our voices were silent, but our minds were
entwined.

if he shared my dismay at all that we had
seen.

At each branch in the path, with arm around
waist,
we chose as if one and walked as if blind.

As he kissed away the tears that ran down my
cheek
my heart ran wild like a young girl betrayed.

We came to a clearing and sat on a bench.
My head on his shoulder, we dozed in the
heat.
Did we dream that we heard a murmured exchange,
as a couple appeared and stood by our seat?
The lady wore pearls on fine gold brocade

while the man had a doublet with rapier at his
waist.
‘My sweetest Jane, you must no longer delay’

Then his lips softly touched the nape of my
neck
with the loving caress of the executioner’s
blade.
Often, I think of the events of that day,
and I hold my love tight in a desperate embrace.
And though we returned many times to the
maze
our steps never found the path to that place.

and with the palest of cheeks, she accepted
his embrace.
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The Visitor
by Sue Davnall
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Ron was a fine craftsman. He’d honed his skills
over many years until no one could match him
in the whole of South London. But times
change and Ron was feeling his age. Keeping up
with every new wheeze that came along was
more trouble than it was worth.
Propping up the bar in his local one
evening, he grumbled into his beer: ‘It’s not like
when I started out, Stan. Single-glazed sash windows, no mortices on the doors: I could be in
and out in a jiffy. Now it’s all fancy alarms and
video doorbells and the like; you’d think they
had the Crown Jewels locked away. I’m fed up
with it.’
His old mate nodded. He’d met similar
problems in his own line of work. Fobless car
keys: what a nonsense.
‘Perhaps you should retire, Ron, put
your feet up. You could stay with Pauline for a
bit. Get a breath of sea air.’
‘Are you having a laugh? You know
what she thinks of me, her and Frankie both.

They don’t care that I put food on the table for
them when they were kids, they’ve hardly spoken to me since their mum died. A social worker and a bloody accountant, I ask you.’
He snorted and swigged moodily at his
beer. Stan pondered a few moments before having another go.
‘What about trying a different patch?
Somewhere out of London? Folk are more trusting in the sticks.’
‘Don’t know about that, you know what
they say about teaching old dogs new tricks.’
‘That’s my point; it’d be more oldschool, right up your street.’
‘I’d have to do a few recces first, check
out the lie of the land. Wouldn’t I stand out like
a sore thumb, a London geezer like me?’
‘At your age they’d likely think you were
just some old codger out on a jaunt.’
‘Maybe. Fancy keeping me company?
It’d look less obvious if there were two of us.’
‘Yeah, could be a laugh. Find a decent
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pub or something for lunch.’
good kick to the tyres for luck) and walking to the
‘Sorted.’
nearest pub. Like many country inns, it had
With that settled, they ordered another rooms and Ron opted to stay over.
pint. Lovely stuff, London Pride.
It was a beautiful summer and the two mates enjoyed their sorties. They were chuffed to find that
beer was much cheaper in the wilds of Kent and
Essex, Hertfordshire and Surrey. Ron hired a different car each time, something small that would
go unremarked as they pottered through the villages and along the country lanes. The most
promising area, they concluded, was in and
around the Ashdown Forest: they identified several likely properties for Ron’s personal attention
at a later date.
In mid-September, once the kids were back
at school but the weather still pleasant enough to
lend credibility to Ron’s ‘OAP on an outing’ facade, he decided to put his new venture to the
test. He chose a house on the edge of a small village, a hamlet really. This was commuter country
and most places in the area could be guaranteed
to be empty for several hours. Ron knew that the
safest time to strike was mid-morning when everyone was out and about their business.
Leaving the car a little way down the road,
Ron slipped in through the side gate and round
the back. French windows, poorly secured – he
was inside within two minutes. He was always
selective about his haul: there was no point in lifting electronic goods, his fence wouldn’t give him
the time of day for them. Jewellery was better,
small ornaments, collectable items. There wasn’t
a lot of that here but it was a useful dry run.
Once he’d got enough to make it worth his while
he strolled back to the car and headed for London.
Over the next few weeks he paid a couple
more visits to the area. These trips were more
rewarding and he began to enjoy his new venture.
He even stood Stan a round of drinks to say
thanks for giving him the idea.
But on his fourth trip he came a cropper.
He’d switched from hiring cars to buying a different old banger for each outing, picking them up at
dealers who were happy to accept cash in hand
and ‘disappear’ the vehicle afterwards. Ron took
it on trust that the car was roadworthy: on this
occasion, it wasn’t. After a succession of inexplicable squeaks and bangs and some alarming
grinding noises, steam began to pour from under
the bonnet. Ron stuttered to a stop at the side of
the road and considered his options. He plumped
for abandoning the useless heap of metal (with a

He had a terrible night: the mattress was
lumpy, the room draughty and the landlord clattered and clanked around downstairs until the
early hours of the morning. As soon as it was daylight Ron was up, dressed and away. When he got
back to the car it seemed better for a night’s rest
and sputtered into action.
Ron was too tired to stick to his original
plan and didn’t trust the car not to let him down
again so he set off to find the most direct route
back to London. That took him into an area of
Ashdown Forest that he had not seen before.
Passing through a denser stretch of trees, he spotted a neat white gate and picket fence. Beyond
was a track that ran straight for a short distance
before disappearing around a bend. Black lettering on the uppermost bar of the gate declared the
property to be The Spinney. Ron was intrigued;
whatever was at the end of the track could yield
enough to make up for his hitherto disappointing
outing.
He pulled the car onto the grass verge and
began to walk carefully along the track. It seemed
that no vehicles had driven up here for a long
time. Thick tussocks of grass had crept into the
middle of the track and drifts of fallen leaves
blurred the line between the roadway and the
trees on either side.
After a quarter of a mile the track turned a
corner before entering a clearing. Ron saw before
him a stone cottage one storey high with a
thatched roof and dormer windows. It looked
well maintained but modest and he almost turned
back, guessing that the pickings would be thin.
‘Still,’ he thought, ‘Now that I’m here I
might as well have a closer look.’
Ron surveyed the clearing for signs of life.
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Nothing stirred. As he approached the cottage he
could see that the door was solid but warped;
there were deep indentations in the wood around
the handle. He lifted the latch and was surprised
to find that the door opened readily.
‘Hello? Hello there. Anyone at home?’
Silence. He stepped inside. The ground
floor was a single large room with a steep flight of
stairs leading to the attic with the dormer windows. It was much smarter than Ron expected.
The walls were painted a fashionable shade of
grey, the window frames picked out in olive
green. To the left was a kitchen area: an Aga was
set into a wide hearth and nearby stood a rustic
table and three dining chairs. At the other end of
the room Ron saw a coffee table, two padded
armchairs and a three-legged stool. On the range
was a saucepan, steaming appetisingly. Soup, by
the smell of it.
Ron turned to leave: the inhabitants couldn’t have gone far if they’d left a pan on the stove.
But the alluring odour reminded him forcefully
that he hadn’t had any breakfast. It was a long
drive back to London and he was feeling woozy
from lack of sleep. He checked the view from the
cottage door again: no movement in the surrounding forest, not a sound to be heard. So, taking a ladle from a nearby hook, he dipped it into
the soup and sipped cautiously. Lovely! Before he
knew what he was doing, he’d scoffed half the
pan.

He thought he’d better get on his way
sharpish and stepped out of the front door. But
the forest was as silent as before. It seemed a
shame to come all this way without any reward.
Maybe just a quick look in the attic?
As he crossed the room towards the stairs
he caught his foot under a thick rug that he’d not
noticed before. Pitching forward, he landed flat

on top of the stool. There was an almighty crack
as one of the legs snapped and Ron sprawled onto
the floor. Hell! That had torn it. Ron scrambled
to his feet and stood rigid, straining to hear approaching footsteps. Still nothing. He waited for a
few moments then scurried up the stairs as fast as
his advancing years allowed.
The room contained little apart from a
king-sized bed with a cabinet either side and a
smaller bed at the far end. The window shutters
were painted in the same olive green as the woodwork downstairs. Ron sat on the edge of the kingsize to look inside the nearest cabinet. More disappointment: the cabinet held only a bowl of
nuts. Night-time nibblers, eh? No wonder they
needed a huge bed. Ron yawned. His disturbed
night was catching up with him. He decided to sit
there for a little while until the floor stopped moving. A minute later, he was gently snoring.
Ron jerked awake, confused. He couldn’t
remember where he was. Someone was moving
about downstairs; Ron heard a low murmuring
followed by an indignant roar of indignation.
They’d found the broken stool, then. Or was it the
missing soup?
Ron knew that he was in serious trouble.
The dormer window was too small for him to
climb through, there was no way out except down
the stairs. The treads creaked as whoever was below came up to the attic. There was only one
thing for it: Ron rolled off the bed and scrambled
underneath, pulling down the edge of the coverlet
to hide him.
Now they were in the room. There were
heavy footsteps, laboured breathing, and a peculiar smell. Ron, his eyes squeezed tight shut, sensed
the coverlet being lifted then felt the touch of a
very hairy hand on his cheek as whoever it was
reached under the bed and prodded. Peering up,
he saw a pair of big brown eyes looking down at
him. Registering the identity of his unwitting
host, Ron screamed, scrabbled out from under the
bed and ran for his life.
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‘Hey, Stan, where’s Ron got to? Haven’t
seen him in ages.’
Stan picked up his pint from the bar and
gulped down a third of it before answering.
‘Really sad, actually; he went a bit funny
in the head. He’s living with his daughter in
Bexhill. Nowhere round here would take him,
said they weren’t equipped to deal with whatever’s wrong with him. So much for the NHS, I

ask you.’
Stan turned back to his pint with a sigh.
He really missed the old Ron. He’d go down
and see him later in the week. He wouldn’t stay
too long though: it was tough having to sit there
listening to his old mate raving about trees and
cottages and bears.
***
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“All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream”
The quote above is from Edgar Allen Poe’s The Raven, a truly classic
‘twisted tale’ and beautifully sums
up this season. Nothing is quite
what it appears to be: shops and
windows take on a dreamlike quality as witches, ghouls and the obligatory Jack O’ Lanterns take up residence; innocent looking doorbells
take on a menacing tone as witches
cackle when they’re rung – or at
least they do in our house – and for
one night of the year children are
encouraged to accept sweets from
strangers.
The period between summer and
Christmas is certainly an odd one –
no one is ever quite sure what the
weather is going to be like and the
early morning mists and fogs that
start rolling across the country
wreathe everything, making the
landscape illusive and unreal.
When we were advertising
our submissions window, we tried
to make it clear that we weren’t just
looking for scary stories. We wanted, as always, as broad an interpretation of our theme as we could get
and we think it’s safe to say that we
got exactly that. From aeroplanes
twisting in the sky, through stories
with a twist at the end, to twists on
traditional tales: we got everything!
The quality of the submissions we

are receiving is just getting better
and better and every time we set a
challenge, our wonderful contributors from all around the world rise
to it. We are incredibly grateful for
every piece we receive – to know
you are being trusted with someone
else’s creation is a wonderful feeling
– and it’s fantastic that we’ve been
able to make a nominal payment to
our featured pieces.
Perhaps the most famous
quote from The Raven is Quoth the
raven, “Nevermore!” but thanks to the
number of subscriptions we had, we
can keep Makarelle going for a bit
longer, so far from ending with
‘Nevermore’ we’re pleased to inform you that not only will there be
another issue winging its way to
your laptops and mobiles in January, but we are also beginning to
put together an anthology of our
best pieces, to be released in time
for Christmas.
As always, thank you so
much for visiting us and we hope
you have enjoyed our Autumn issue as much as we have. We’ll see
you again next time and remember
to spread the word and tell all your
friends about us!

Jane, Dini and Ruth

Our winter issue will be available on 14th January 2022
We will reveal the theme and accept submissions from
21st November to 11th December 2021.

Check www.makarelle.com for updates.
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