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As a child, there were few things I looked forward to 
more than the first snowfall. I was particularly enamored 
by the uniqueness and beauty of individual snowflakes. 
I favored wearing black gloves so I could make out their 
asymmetrical size and shape and brush them delicately 
along my palm as if memorizing them. As beautiful as 
snowflakes are from a visual perspective, I must confess, 
nothing seemed a more perfect welcoming ritual than to 
stick out my tongue and catch one before swallowing it 
whole. There is something ever so delightful about how 
the little morsel lights up one spot on your tongue, creat-
ing a vast sensation of tingling felt throughout your body 
before it glazes its coolness down the back of your throat. 
For me, this is poetry. Poetry allows the senses to taste, 
smell, touch, see and hear something unique to the hu-
man experience... drink it in and swallow it. 

There is an extra amount of poetry in this issue, and that 
is because I was compiling snowflakes which displayed an 
important part of what it means to belong to the vastness of 
humanity and its uniqueness. Among these snowflakes are 
also elegantly written short stories with the power to make 
you cry, warm your heart, feel uncomfortable, and even 
bleed within your being. Yet, just as each individual snow-
flakes comes together and makes a snowfall, these poems 
and stories come together to make the first Winter issue of 
Thorn Literary Magazine. See them, taste them, hear them, 
and most importantly enjoy them!

Hali J. Cross
Guest Editor

Winter, 2020
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Grandfather took ill in the morning, slumping over as they dug for roots 
in a copse.

The boy dragged him across the soft wet ground into their warren and laid 
him on fresh dry grass; then, as day faded, he watched the old man’s narrow 
chest rising with the timidity of a hare, the smooth brown skin growing a 
shine of sweat in the chill of the creeping night.

The boy wondered if it was the same sleeping sickness that took mother. He 
wondered if she still thought of him now that she was of soil and stream. 
What if it was her sweet voice he heard sometimes in warm winds through 
gaunt reeds?

At sunrise, the grandfather came back from sleep, and the boy boiled roots. 
He chewed them for him. His voice was deep down in his throat and torn so 
the boy had to rest his ear to his grandfather’s hairy lips to hear.

He needed something that could not be dug out, or cut free, or shorn from 
the ground, neither plant nor beast.

The Grandfather asked for a gull feather. He took the red ochre and made two 
finger marks on its left tip and middle. Taking yellow woad, he made three 
stripes on the right and pressed it into the boy’s palm with fading strength.

Peter Gardiner

Photo by Idee Monterrey



mother too. Before that, the boy could see others in his dream sight. They 
were always vague and grey — Grandfather never spoke of them. And he also 
spoke less of mother now.

He looked out over the broad marsh and tried to look deep into his dream 
sight, to the ones who stood with mother. Their faces would not grow from 
the murk. He wondered what happened to someone once words were no 
longer said.

As the day died, the boy ate strips of rabbit flesh and crept on. The brackish 
marsh turned into brackish woods and what the boy knew grew less and less.

He followed a dry creek bed until he saw chalky outcroppings to his left, and 
he trailed them as they took him to a shadowed clearing that he had a dim 
remembrance of.

In the middle was a fallen standing stone, broken — rubbed smooth by rain. 
Lines and curves ran its length.

The boy remembered that many summers ago, his grandfather had held the 
boy’s hand and traced his finger over it. Grandfather spoke the words in a 
warm whisper, making the boy speak them.

The boy had been desperate for the sounds to come to his tongue, but they 
were as dry as leaves to the rain.

The boy set up camp by the stone, hoping his ancestors would lend him 
strength. He stared into the crackling flames and willed his grandfather to be 
there, for his warm words to fill the boy’s ears.

Grandfather would sing or tell of how the land was born. He would speak of 
the days he had seen before the white hairs had sprouted across his cheeks.

The boy tried to hear his favourite tale, among the low clatter of the branches 
and briar. Listening for when the men of metal first came and of when Grand-
father met them with warriors by the great water.
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The boy would need to leave the valley, to walk six days at a fox’s pace, keep-
ing the birch moss to his back. On the third day, he’d find the wall, and he 
would have to cross it.

He would walk until he found himself on smooth plain cut into earth like 
flint into flesh. The place that Grandfather would talk of over the fire as a 
shadowed place of death and monsters — the city of the men of metal.

The boy was to follow the river through the town where there would be more 
people than he’d ever seen or could dream of; nonetheless, he was to speak to 
no one. The river would come to a market, someone there would know the 
feather. They would know the old ways, the old words...

At first light the boy went to the head of the first furrow of their crops and dug 
with his blade a forearm deep. He pulled free a rough wool bag of jingling 
coins with a cold, strange face staring from each.

The boy took half and buried the rest. Taking his whetstone, he tied fresh 
twine around his ankles and middle.

He left the Grandfather with roots and tanned strips of rabbit flesh. Piling 
branch and leaf over the entrance, he crept through the thick brush out to the 
valley. Doing this would ensure that no fresh tracks were left. He piled branch 
and leaf over the entrance, then crept through thick brush out of the valley.

Taking no time to look back, he forged ahead into the marsh, staying close 
to the dangerously soft mud rather than the trail. You must never stay near to 
the trail. He caked himself in dark woad, always low and silent, even to the 
animals.

The boy knew of others — he had seen them walking the trails. He saw them 
hunting, and he had seen their fires glinting on distant hills. He always kept 
low when they passed, listening to their odd words.

Grandfather said they were the conquered, the cowed. The men of metal had 
drawn their spirits from them. They were now strangers to the land. It had 
always been the boy and his Grandfather, and, when the boy had run naked, 



Then, the boy was alone in the rich dark, the low rumble of insects. He 
reached out sightlessly and rested his hand on the sanding stone. He drew 
enough comfort to sleep.

On the third dawn, he saw the wall and for the first time he questioned the 
courage he’d need to go on.

For it was a mighty and terrifying force, the boy knew their harsh lines, he 
had seen their form before, cut into forests and twisting rivers against them-
selves. He had never seen a creation of theirs come from one horizon and 
reach the other. He’d never seen nature so knotted down by the work of a 
mere hand.

He waited till dusk, the moon drowning in a white sky, then he scaled a 
shadowed corner of the wall, the crumbling mass digging red furrows into 
his flesh.

He clambered atop, to the pathway and lay there, his ears filled with the beat 
of his heart. He was terrified to hear their echo approaching, an eerie rhythm 
not set by living being but the sound of feet falling as one and metal jostling 
against metal.

The boy stayed prostrate for a while, trying to seek out that terrible echo 
against the quiet rage of the night, the cold stone hard against his back.

Nothing came.

The boy slipped over the side and landed hard into a bank of grass. He crept 
and crawled into the throng of dank weeds, wishing to bury himself into the 
Earth.

The boy wished to be some dark insect, skittering away and not worth seeing.

He was heard only by his ancestors as there was no noise, no light.

As he crept away, the wall was a thick line against his back, he sensed count-
less eyes against his neck, but no movement came.

Sleep took the boy, and the fire slipped to embers.

The boy stood atop a cliff edge, for below him was a mass of faces and bared 
chests with arms like hard clay.

The boy knew Grandfather was among them, that his voice was the strongest 
amidst the singing, taunts, and drumming.

The boy saw the strange vessels form on the horizon of the great water, there 
were enough of them to shield out the sun. Each had the bulk of a boar but 
flew at the warriors with the ease of gulls in flight. 

Formed of strange shapes and lines and colours, they crashed on to the peb-
bled shore with their monstrous jaws crashing open and the men of metal 
pouring out.

They didn’t move like men, they swarmed in tight shapes of harsh corners. 
They crept, numberless, with one mind, like a flock of starlings.

They met the warriors on the plain with no passion or fire in their hearts.

From up high the boy smelt the sweat, the blood, the fear.

Dusk brought long shadows and the grass of the plains below him ran red 
and wet.

A final behemoth came across the great water, and from it came their god. 
It was made of gold and colours beyond the Earth. At its heels came a great 
beast with skin like river stones and legs stronger and thicker then oaks. 
Smooth bone sprouted from its face and it bore two mouths, one on a twist-
ing snake that the beast ruled.

Its roar tore apart the air and made the land tremble.

What warriors were left let their axes fall and touch the mud. The boy saw 
Grandfather; he saw in his eyes that Grandfather knew that the sun had set 
for the last time.
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Soon, its function would be lost, and men would wonder at its need. Only 
those giants knew, and they had left these shores.

The boy came to the warren and he knew Grandfather was not there.

There was a stillness.

The stiff, grey figure lain on the dry grass was just an echo, a smouldering 
log whose heat is just a memory of the fire that consumed it.

The boy put him in the soil, near mother, and laid the feather on his breast.

He knew then that this valley would know the white of his bones too some 
winters dusk, though there would be no one to pass soil across his face.

Then he thought of his Grandfather’s words and the songs — they would be 
lost to wind and water, as are all things.

Peter Gardiner has been writing for several years including plays, short stories, audio-

dramas and short films. He has produced two plays at Brighton Fringe, of which ‘Bully 

Beef’ was shortlisted by New Writing South and won Best Theatre at the IYAF festival in 

Kingston. He has a long running Sci-FI audio drama entitled ‘Whisper Through The Static,’ 

available online.

Dead.

He found the river in the breaking dawn, tracked it. It was hidden from the 
tree lines and gullies. Running alongside it was the mark of the men of metal 
and their harsh lines — harsh forms.

He reached the city on the seventh dawn from his warren, and he watched it 
a while from the shadows.

Grey and colossal, it sat squat and dark against the land.

The boy drew out the feather — the finger-stripes of ochre were dried but still 
brilliant against the delicate strands.

He took it in hand and approached the city, his back strong and tight, his 
footfalls loud.

However, fate came first.

All stone there had been smashed, all roofs had fallen. All the things carved 
with pride were now drowned in grey lichen. The boy stood at a gateway, 
more rust than strength.

He wandered among the broken masonry, wondered at the fearful soldiers 
that lived here. He strained to hear their talk, their laughter echoed across 
the shattered tiles.

The boy shivered at what dark and mighty force could reach out and drown 
such a mighty a hand to have built such a kingdom.

There would be no market, no rare herb to trade for silver coin.

The boy left that same day and walked their road back, only now seeing the 
dandelion and burdock sprouting between the red brick. The edges were be-
ing gnawed at by the land.

When the boy returned to the wall, he stood before it in the silvered light of 
day — he saw its crumbling form now, the wind rounding its edges.
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The End

The desolate wasteland of hard, sharp earth
That made stones from clay
And heavy-lidded eyes of passersby
The filth choked air came billowing
Out from chasms where unfortunate souls
Toiled in endless duty to the masters of those lost
From sight through wind whipped dust
That churned by day and rained down at night
Heat that blasted unrelenting
Brought forth cries for falling skies
That once brought the forgotten rain.

Goggles covered eyes
Scarves covered faces
Uniforms for daywalkers
Blends of yellows, browns, and grays
Were the only colors seen
Through shifting sands
That once remained
And brought forth the bounty
Of yesteryear.

Suckling moisture from thin layered dew
and scavenged beast
Meant another day
Of existence
Of brutal hardship that cast
The bones of the dead
in more favorable light.

When the rains finally came
There was but one remaining
Who perished in the excess of need
Upon cessation of storm
A beauty arose 
Of multicolored splendor
Ranging across the sky
A breath of relief
The battle concluded
The pages replaced to their shelf.
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Warring Times

Waiting expectantly
For the shoots to come forth
Like infantry in formation
She tarried not
For that was her undoing
The endless worrying
Anger
Fear
Helplessness
Insanity
Desolation
Among fields of plenty.

Better to keep her George away
Away from her thoughts
To avoid the slow tumble
To breaking.

Much work to be done
The homestead upon her
Their homestead
Her new meaning
Keeping together
The endless plowing
Planting
Hoeing
Tending
Reaping
Storing
Of these fields of plenty.

Man’s world
But keeping home and hearth and health
Was woman
Strength untested
Abilities unfettered
Courage unyielding
Mettle unending
Armies colliding on lands not far
But here
Amidst her growing sentinels
A growing seed
A collision and conclusion of its own
The potential undeniable
Allowing her to soldier on.
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Summer Days

Humid hotness harkens 
Back multiple decades
Happy reminisces
Of what was
Sinking back
Into the sultry time
Of the mind.

A heaven’s breath 
In every new corner
Brightness beyond
What the eye could see
Limited only
By the beholder
Who were the characters
Of this churning train
Of imaginative speculation?
Who are they now?

The bright heat
Creates perspective
While the reels of the mind’s eye
Play film
Of this afternoon’s anthology.

Jason de Koff is an associate professor of agronomy and soil science at Tennessee 

State University. He lives in Nashville, TN with his wife, Jaclyn, and his two daughters, 

Tegan and Maizie. While he has published in numerous scientific journals, he has not yet 

published poems. His short story, “The Gods of Indianapolis,” was published in 2014 in 

the Mythic Indy anthology published by Well Done Marketing.
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Selaine Henriksen

Once upon a time there was a young woman, and her life was perfect. She 
had an exciting job in the big city and a cute, one bedroom. She’d decorated it 
with items carefully curated from antique stores and outdoor markets that 
she’d discovered on walking tours of the city, hand-in-hand with her 
boyfriend, on Saturday mornings. Sunday mornings were for lounging in 
bed, catching up on the news, and eating bagels while wiping the cream cheese 
from each other’s lips and gazing into each other’s eyes. She had nothing to 
complain about, except one small thing — something so small she berated 
herself for letting it bother her at all. But bother her it did, and increasingly so.

The three spiders living high above the cupboards in the kitchen watched it all 
unfold, giggling to themselves. They wove their webs and waited for the straw 
to break the camel’s back.

The youngest of the spiders became impatient as the young woman found 
ways to calm herself. She would give herself pep talks in the mirror in the 
mornings, do yoga, and drink calming teas when she came home from work, 
imbibing a little too much wine before bed. It was enough to keep her smiling, 
rolling her eyes, and sometimes throwing a punch at her boyfriend’s arm 
when he said things that bothered her.

The older spiders advised against the young sister taking any action to speed 
the story along.

“These things play out in their own time,” they said.

But the young spider didn’t want to wait. One day, when the young woman was 
washing dishes, she dropped on her web to dangle just inches from the young 
woman’s head. The young woman didn’t notice, so the spider climbed up and 
dropped again and again until she was rewarded with a spine-tingling scream.

The boyfriend ran into the kitchen. The young woman pointed wordlessly at 
the spider, scurrying back up her web.

The oldest spider growled, “Now we’ll have to move.”

The older sisters anticipated the flurry of cleaning that ensued. They hurried 
the youngest over the doorjamb into the living room.

“But listen,” said the youngest.

The boyfriend laughed. “How can you be afraid of a little spider? You’re such a 
girl. Oh wait, are you on the rag?”

“Not everything is about me being on the rag,” the young woman exploded.

The sisters giggled. Even the older ones had to agree the youngest had moved 
things along nicely.

“Just hold the goddamn ladder,” the young woman said.

“I’m not going to reinforce your hormonal instabilities,” said the boyfriend. 
And he left the kitchen.

The young woman swept a broom across the top of the cupboards with such 
ferocity the sisters feared she might fall. Then, she climbed on the counter and 
sprayed poison over their old home.

“See?” said the oldest spider.

“And yet...,” replied the younger, indicating the young woman entering the 
living room, seething with rage.
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“We have to talk,” the young woman said through gritted teeth.

The sisters listened eagerly.

The boyfriend interrupted. “Honey, I took the liberty of running you a hot 
bath. I thought it would be nice after all that cleaning. “And,” he continued, 
“I have a nice Cab Sauv that I was saving for the weekend, but a glass or two 
might be appropriate now?”

The young woman forced a smile. She was so lucky to have such a thoughtful 
boyfriend. How could she stay angry at him?

The sisters sighed and began spinning new webs. The oldest took the highest 
point in the corner above the bookcase. The next oldest spun hers from the 
first web’s mid-point down. The youngest spun hers from that mid-point 
outward to the right. When they were done, the three spider sisters crawled 
back to inspect their design.

“Not good,” said the oldest.

“She swallows too much anger,” said the middle sister.

“She’s going to get sick and die,” said the youngest, “we have to do something.”

“We could ask the Mother,” suggested the middle sister, eyeing the oldest 
uneasily.

“The Mother can be capricious,” said the oldest. 

“We should do something,” insisted the youngest.

They set to spinning their question into a single web. They spun a three-
sided web, then concentrated all their skills on stabilizing the form into a 
pyramid. They were too exhausted when they were done to even admire 
their work. They huddled under the crown moulding and rested.

Their labour was rewarded. A dark shadow appeared in the centre of the 
pyramid. The strands of the web shimmered and shivered, vibrating with 

the voice.

“I see,” it said and began to laugh — not the sort of laugh that made the sisters 
want to join in; it was the kind of laugh that made them share worried 
glances.

“It is done,” said the voice and the shadow disappeared from the web. The 
pyramid collapsed onto itself, which was a shame because the sisters couldn’t 
read what would be done. They had to wait and see, like everyone else.

Just as the voice pronounced, “It is done,” the young woman was hand-in-
hand with her boyfriend, perusing a table of used books at an outdoor 
market. A book dropped from the table at the young woman’s feet — she 
almost tripped over it.

She picked it up and read the title aloud: “Spells and Incantations Useful to 
Women.” She had trouble reading it because it was actually spelled, “Spylls 
and Incantatyns Usefyll to Wymyn.”

“I’m clearly meant to buy this,” she exclaimed.

Her boyfriend said, “Really? A book falls, and you believe that has meaning?”

Of course he would say that, and of course made the young woman even 
more determined to buy it. The bookseller saw at once that this was the case 
and promptly doubled the price of the book. The young woman frowned but 
paid without arguing.

The young woman, finding some time alone, flipped through the pages 
while nursing a glass of wine, hoping for an amusing tidbit she could share. 
The recipes were complicated and convoluted — they addressed things such 
as how to bring down a fever, how to end a pregnancy, how to de-bitter an 
eggplant... 

In fact, thought the young woman, the book should have been titled “Thyngs 
That Wyre Usefyll to Wymyn Pryor to Modern Syence.” Yay for Modern 
Science, concluded the young woman as she set the book aside. It wasn’t the 
entertaining read she had anticipated.
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The youngest spider sister was disappointed. She had no doubt that the book 
was the result of their question to the Mother. 

“Perhaps the Mother made a mistake?” she whispered.

“Hush your mouth!” exclaimed the other two sisters.

“The Mother is never wrong,” asserted the oldest.

The boyfriend saw the open book on the kitchen table. “Are you on the rag 
again?” he asked. 

The young woman dismissed the book with a wave of her hand. “It’s silly,” she 
said. But when he left the room, she slammed her glass down so hard the stem 
broke.

The three sisters sighed.

A breeze blew through the open window setting the pages of the book to 
fluttering until it settled on a page. The fluttering caught the young woman’s 
eye and she read the spell on the opened page. 

“A Spyll to Grant Wyshes... What would I wish for?” she mused. She looked 
down at her broken glass, then gulped the remaining wine before throwing 
the whole thing out.

The spiders leaned closer and peered over the edge of the cupboard.

“Be careful what you wish for,” murmured the eldest.

“I wish he knew what it was like,” thought the young woman, with a spiteful 
look toward the living room.

The spell was simple, with minimal ingredients — a candle, paper and 
herself. All she had to do was write her wish on a piece of paper and burn it 
over a candle while repeating her wish out loud three times for nine days 
straight.

She performed the spell in the bathroom, at night, before bed, with the door 
closed. Even the spiders couldn’t hear her wish. Nine days proved 
surprisingly difficult. For the first three, the novelty of what she was doing 
maintained her determination; on the sixth day, she went to bed forgetting 
to perform the spell and had to muster her will to drag herself out from 
under the covers; on the seventh, she was feeling bored of the whole thing; 
however, by the eighth day, she began to feel a bit excited to see if it would 
work, and that carried her through the ninth and final day.

The spider sisters were excited. They wove and tried to read their webs but 
couldn’t discern anything. Their web building became sloppy and 
disorganized. The oldest blamed the youngest for errant design; the middle 
sister blamed both of the others, and the youngest swore she’d done nothing 
different than usual.

The young woman waited, but nothing changed.

The spiders quarrelled miserably with each other.

Twenty-one days after the ninth and final burning of her wish, the young 
woman saw the first signs that her wish might come true.

“Did you shrink my pants?” the boyfriend demanded one morning.

He checked his puffy belly out in the full-length mirror hanging on their 
bedroom door and burst into tears.

That night he was restless, tossing and turning. She heard him get up to go 
to the bathroom. She was still awake when he rushed back out and shook 
her.

“I have to go to the hospital, right now! I’m bleeding from...”

The young woman got up and fetched him one of her pads. She showed him 
how to put it on.

“You’re being overly dramatic,” she said, “it’s just your period.”

The spider sisters forgot their quarrels and laughed and laughed.
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The boyfriend went to the doctor. The doctor concluded he was menstruating. 

He refused to go to work, afraid he’d leak, and his secret would be discovered. 
He alternated between throwing temper tantrums and huddling under a 
blanket, drinking warm tea.

A few days of this and the young woman began to lose her patience.

“Pull yourself together,” she said.

“You don’t know what it’s like!” he shouted.

They stared at each other.

“Really?” she said. “Really!?”

He threw himself on the couch and refused to talk to her.

He wouldn’t get out of bed except to go to the bathroom and change his pad. 
Once, he got up to make himself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. He ate it 
standing at the kitchen table. The book lay there, still open onto the “Spyll to 
Grant Wyshys” page. He read it as he ate.

“Here we go,” said the oldest spider.

He read the page again. He fetched out the candle holder from the bathroom, 
with the candle burnt low and surrounded by ashes. He sat these beside the 
open book and waited.

When the young woman came home from her work, he was trembling with 
rage.

The young woman could see there was no denying the evidence. She pulled 
out a nice Merlot she’d been saving and poured him a glass.

“I’ll run you a bath, sweetie, it’ll make you feel better.”

He swallowed a gulp of wine. She ran him a bath and lit aromatic candles 
meant to soothe.

He shouted after her, “But I want my testosterone back!”

The truth was, so did she.

The sisters saw it wasn’t the same between them, even after his period was 
over. They weren’t surprised when the young woman began the nine-day spell 
once more. The sisters could hear the boyfriend and the young woman chant 
the spell together. Three times, while burning the wish for him to return to 
normal, for nine days.

The boyfriend moved out. He couldn’t forgive the young woman for wishing 
that on him; she couldn’t forget how pathetic he’d been.

Nine days after he moved out, the young woman became ill with a fatal cancer 
that took her life a year later.

And that’s the story of how a young woman lost her ever-so-thoughtful 
boyfriend, of how the boyfriend learned a “Spyll Helpfyll to Wymyn,” and 
how the spider sisters lost their sight; for never again were they allowed to see 
a design in their webs.

And the Mother laughed.

Selaine Henriksen works for the City of Ottawa as a fitness instructor. She has had stories 

published at Turnpike Magazine, in Mystery Times Ten 2013 and 2015, as well as at Little 

Fiction.com and Spinetingler.com.
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A meager detritus

To father in the culvert’s sands
peels layers of emotion
our pillows brim of.

Adolescent fear’s the first among them.

So we do it…
but our dances therein a
vendetta underscores as the
last lover you were catching
sieves my bones quick dead
to lead them thin from this 
your favoured field, its trough 
that’s his to bother.

I carry off then a furtive thing, 
cramped and poor of measure
with boredom to outlast any
will to renounce us.

Accidental tourists

We put our bests on and let the drama
gloss all traces of the Sunday afternoon 
its silence we dare not break.

Tiny urchins quick approve,
come across and thrust their palms out
to lift the borders of our tilted economy.

We show no disgust, though,
knowing what we’d come from as they call, 
pink tongues in refrain blindness fathers
that we stand still, not afraid
but indolent before
their passion unknown.

Holding you loose in the instant, 
you leave my side quickly,
churning change over and over
to walk back where I couldn’t go—
an angel that bends to offer
and suffering relieves them.
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Hero Medusa

She lays before them 
snares they’ll fall of

these half-grimace men of soft encounter.

There’s laughter in this 
as cold stares fix brawn

and a bed retorts what she cannot help it,

the mind static in stone
her legend makes fashion.

But the night’s consideration excuses

so that a god’s punishment 
fades-out before them

in glad instants nothing compares to.

Andrew Cyril Macdonald scrutinizes the particulars of relationship and values the 
role of memory in poetic experience.  He is published both online and in print but 
admits increasing preference for the former. When not writing he is passionately 
teaching a future generation of poets.

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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LotsLots

Peter O’Brien

o fo f   FunFun      

  FinnegansFinnegans
w i t hw i t h

Wake Wake 
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Peter O’Brien has been reading Finnegans 
Wake for over four decades. It is a book consid-
ered by many to be a difficult read, but O’Brien 
has found a unique way of making it more ac-
cessible — he uses the pages of the book to cre-
ate unique illustrations that evoke a new sense 
of understanding of the text. People often have 
trouble with understanding great works of lit-
erature, but with O’Brien’s art, this difficulty is 
greatly diminished. 

The project provides O’Brien with a creative 
outlet to combine his love of words and illustration — it’s nothing less than an 
intelligent, mixed media adventure! We asked Peter to kindly provide us with 
some background information about his project  that might be of interest to our 
readers — we truly hope you enjoy the works featured on the following pages 
and find them as riveting as we have:

I was born in New York in 1957. My dad died when I was not yet two, and my 
mom was left a widow with ten kids. Eight years later, she married a widower 
who had twelve kids, which made me one of twenty-two kids! There are a lot of 
contradictory, sometimes combative stories in a family that size. Maybe that is 
why I am so fascinated with the conflicting and incongruous tumult of stories 
in James Joyce’s final work, Finnegans Wake.

It was forty-two years ago, and I was in Dublin when I first began reading 
Finnegans Wake. It is possible to tire of other books, but not this one. It is the 
most labyrinthine and arcane book and artwork ever created.

Most readers of the book write personal or exegetical notes in the margins, or 
other forms of marginalia anywhere they can. I decided to create an artwork 
by custom printing each page, with more space between the lines, and with 
larger margins. Initially, I started writing my notes and annotations with co-
loured felt pens but then I started using other media, including graphite, gold 
leaf, archival glitter glue that I made myself, gel pens, acrylic paint, oil pastels, 
and various other found objects, including bodily fluids and humours.

I also started painting on the pages: trees, 
birds, rivers, pieces of plastic, drinking 
vessels and bowls, and well, the number 
of things keeps growing. I do suffer from a 
form of horror vacui, so that does not help 
(or maybe it does help, depending on how 
you want to interpret such an aesthetic af-
fliction). I am always adding new details to 
pages that I thought I had finished three or 
four years ago.

Being arithmetically inclined, I have decided to see if I can finish this 628-
page project in ten years. I’m 44% of the way through, so I still have a long 
way to go. I know that no one will ever read all my markings (all the words 
I have written on these pages, all the graphic elements I layer on), and I am 
fine with that. Most people never read the entire text of Finnegans Wake, 
so I would be especially delusional if I assumed someone, anyone, will ever 
read every work, and consider every mark I’ve articulated in this expansive 
and unwieldy literary folly I call: LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE.’

I would drop this project in a moment if I ever become bored with what Joyce 
was trying to accomplish. He compressed the entire world into a book (a 
space where different versions of history, culture, language, and belief are 
constantly in conflictual conversation) and so it’s unlikely I’ll be getting 
bored with his book or this artwork. In fact, I am already fabricating in my 
senses a new project with Finnegans Wake, but that is for about five and 
half years in the future.

For more information, and to see more of Peter’s artwork, please visit:

www.peterobrienart.com

“One great part of every human existence is passed in a state which 
cannot be rendered sensible by the use of wideawake language, 
cutanddry grammar and goahead plot.” –James Joyce commenting on 
Finnegans Wake
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Peter O’Brien has written or edited eight books, including A Perfect Offering: 
Personal Stories of Trauma and Transformation (Mosaic), Introduction to Literature: 
British, American, Canadian (Harper & Row), and Cleopatra at the Breakfast Table: 
Why I Studied Latin With My Teenager and How I Discovered the Daughterland 
(Quattro). He attended Notre Dame (BA), McGill (MA), the Banff School of Fine Arts, 
and has published extensively on writing and art. He is currently working on a ten-year 
art project entitled, LOTS OF FUN WITH FINNEGANS WAKE.
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Astral Alchemy 

The undercurrent flows
No matter time or season
And for all your course of study,
Elusive remains all reason

Uncertainty holds the rein
Though the horse may gallop on
Trepidation leads to trespass
And bishop takes the pawn

You wonder what could pull you,
To a route pockmarked in holes
How the directions closely followed
Could then crash you on the shoals

So one puts it down in lyric
To make sense of what you’ve seen
But the jigsaw fails solution
For the answer fades to dream.
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Manifest Destiny

Is it Manifest Destiny,
Not to care when lives are diminished?
It is a now considered a right,
To scar the Earth when with it we are finished?

Is my freedom enhanced,
When other rights are denied?
Are survivors ever enlightened,
After a loved one has died?

Is Peace ever accomplished,
When people are jailed?
Is repression the go to option,
For an ideology that has failed?

Is idealism now quaint,
Like a faded photograph?
And does anything left sacred,
Provoke but a smirking laugh?

Photo by Idee Monterrey



Time

Time alone 
And time taken
Time at home
And time shaken

Time adrift
And time cast
Time so swift
And time past

Time extracting
And time’s cost
Time impacting 
And times lost

Time in hand
And time passing
Time unplanned
And time clashing

Time moves on
And time flows
But time...
Wherever did you go?

Jeff Zang was born in Washington, DC. He majored in American History at Howard 
County Community College. He also took English Literature and dabbled a bit in 
verse at the time. Jeff got sidetracked into music during the 1980s; his attempts at 
becoming a Rock Star were notably unsuccessful, and he wound up in the Health 
Insurance field. About 18 months ago, Jeff was inspired by some of the poetry he 
saw on Ello, and the hidden longing to write re-emerged. Now living in Baltimore, 
MD, he hopes to publish more in the future. Jeff is currently owned by a Siberian cat 
named Mala.
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Island Life

I once travelled to an island, telling no one my plans. In the era 
of 5G, a mass of land surrounded by a wild ocean can still provide 
a whisper of escape, if only through the weight of myth.

Self-imposed exile was my aim. Jutting and grating against my 
circle of familiarity had become a herculean ordeal in my raw 
and fragile state. The competing noise of outer expectation and 
inner calamity jumbled my thoughts. There was danger that this 
friction would cause a scary kind of damage, one that would re-
quire amends. I wanted to wreak havoc. Instead, I put myself into 
a time out.

There is something enchanting in taking a trip on your own, freed 
by the opportunities of anonymity. It is one of the only ways to 

let suppressed identities breathe without the threat of reactivity 
from your well-meaning peers, who are always asking you with-
out knowing they are to stay the same.

Solitude becomes separated from the self-conscious pang of lone-
liness. On this island, where the fall leaves were just beginning to 
turn and the world was slick and alive with juicy rain, there was 
room to enjoy being alone, to take on what most pleased me. The 
island had many nourishing things to offer.

On my first day, I walked through trees couched in thick, rolling 
mist, and felt enveloped by the silent, ancient forest, a little afraid 
of lurking animals. I stood in the rain, watching the sea lions loll 
around, damp but in no rush to be on my way. Day two gifted 
me sleep for as long as my body would allow, writing notes on 
the beach, and lessons from the rhythmic crashing waves in the 
ways of peaceful coexistence. I took my time and chatted with 
an enthusiastic and congenial café owner, drove on quiet roads 
just to see what could be seen along the shore, and indulged in 
a whole pizza and crisp draft beer. On the last day, I imagined 
myself a weary but curious explorer, charting the coast hundreds 
of years ago, exchanging a moment of humanity with the original 
inhabitants of this land.

The whole ordeal was pleasant. But more than that, it gave me 
room to suppose that I might one day lead a life where each 
part of me fits into this jumbled jigsaw without being squeezed 
or suffocated. It showed me it was possible to break free from 
the moulds handed to me, created only from the material of so-
cial construct whittled into rough and jagged shape through the 
years. It was a lesson in being the same but different.

Not much changed in my life once I left that island: some things 
got better, others got worse. But it did give me an inch, enough to 
stave off collapse.

Kaitlyn Cumming
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Travel by Air

Travelling by air is the only way I can be myself. Weighed down 
by luggage that hangs heavy off my shoulder and makes my arm go 
numb, but nothing else. Even in my hometown, the airport terminal 
is another dimension, one where the puppet strings that push and pull 
my existence are severed. The looping security line is the only thing 
that stands between me and freedom.

Flying solo gives me full range of motion. Want to have a beer, or 
three, at 6:00am? No problem. I mean, it’ll cost you at $9 apiece, but 
no one thinks you’re an alcoholic or anything, just ready to let loose 
and enjoy a well-earned vacation after getting that bread. Doesn’t mat-
ter if you’re really on a business trip — they don’t know, and they don’t 
steal a second glance and wonder: does she have issues?

Maybe this trip I’ll buy the latest edition of The Economist and be a 
worldly intellectual. Or Cosmopolitan so I can masquerade as a basic 
bitch. On a longer haul, I’d get a paperback with a garish cover and 
play the undiscerning consumer — something that would thrill and 
chill me, but all by the estimated time of arrival. 

It’s not like air travel is glamorous. Nothing but herds of grimy and 
whiny livestock being shuffled through the atmosphere. Sharing air 
with a bunch of mouth breathers in a claustrophobic pressurized cab-
in. The burping man on your left grazing your leg because the seats 
get narrower with each new batch of Boeings. Personal space trumped 
by some amoral profitability calculation. 

On and on they complain. Now a charge for even your first checked 
bag? No complementary in-flight meal? Cancellations, overbookings, 
lost luggage, and no recourse. Ornery passengers gripe to bleary-eyed 
flight attendants with righteous indignation. There’s no point — cus-
tomer service doesn’t exist in this parallel universe, same as out there. 

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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But I don’t care about any of this, not like they do. I can stave off 
these trivial affronts in so many ways. Plug in my headphones and 
finish a book that’s collected dust on the shelf for months. Flick on 
the in-flight entertainment system and learn all the names of the Real 
Housewives, of where, Atlanta? Go to the washroom during the lay-
over and spruce up by washing my face, sprawling travel-sized things 
across the counter like I own the place. Then, a quick whore bath in 
the cramped stall with my bag – I can’t leave it unattended – before 
throwing on a new pair of underwear: Behaviour that would make 
me a derelict in any other public washroom. Here, I’m a world-fuck-
ing-traveller.

By my gate, I can lay on the ground, my carry-on a pillow and my 
sweater a blanket. I’ll be asleep in minutes, even as crowds hustle by 
and final boarding call sounds on the PA. Back at home, a breeze 
rustles the leaves of a tree miles away and it keeps me up. At least, I 
blame the leaves.

I wake up, like magic, with just enough time for another beer and 
snack before Zone 3 boards. During a long day in transit, I can gorge 
on four meals, five drinks, and a whole bag of candy and not feel 
tubby. Well, I do, kind of, but it doesn’t matter. Somehow, the bloat 
doesn’t pair with shame that eats away at me as bile rises in my throat. 
My time here isn’t real. Not part of my life, where keeping up appear-
ances is key to my suffocating cause. 

My easy existence in this place is a mystery. Could it be a spell cast by 
the departures board? All reaches of the globe, one tidy list: Seoul, 
Houston, Vancouver, Sao Paulo, London. Endless possibilities within 
my field of vision. I’m ten, maximum twenty steps away from the air-
line counter where it’d be a simple matter to change my final destina-
tion to Bali for a fresh start — to the land of sapphire blue water and 
peaceful slumbers on the beach, Mai Tais, and inner peace.

Instead, I get on the 747. All zones are now boarding. Window seat: 
jackpot. I can nap, leaning on the cabin wall, mouth agape and re-
leasing a dribble of drool. I’m a card-carrying member of the mouth 
breather class. Drifting in and out of consciousness, a crick in my neck, 
this flight is taking forever. Who cares. Let’s stay at 35,000 feet forever.

We don’t. Our descent begins. The glowing seatbelt sign won’t let me 
move; it wants me to stay on this plane, too. Wheels down, flight mode 
off in unison — a chorus of dings and buzzes. Their rides are waiting 
for them, expectant and eager. The herd shuffles down the aisle, and 
they carry me along in their slow-motion stampede. A hint of the chilly 
world as I pass from the plane’s threshold to the Jetway. A rift in my 
alternate dimension.

Baggage carousel 2 spins around with nothing to do. One wheelie bag 
drops from the heavens and now it has purpose and meaning. More 
add to the load until the carousel is overworked and forgets what it 
ever saw in this job. Not my bag; it’s trying to delay the inevitable. 

The inevitable comes. I drag my wheelie, arm numb from my carry-on, 
and I’m at the giant revolving door to reality. It sucks me in like a 
tornado and spits me out the other side. Chilly. I can see my breath. 
Loving reunions all around. They don’t seem so cold.

Out in the world, I’m all these secrets all at once: addicted and alone 
hang off me like luggage tags for damaged cargo. The only thread be-
tween my realities is that I’m still a mouth breather.

No ride waits for me. A cab takes me home, I puke my brains out, and 
down a whiskey. The leaves keep me up all night. In two weeks I can 
be somebody else again, even if it’s just for a short-haul. What would 
I do without it?



Photo by Idee Monterrey
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Brain Melt

It all started when I took the world in my little hands and I thought oh, 
now, that doesn’t seem quite right? But that’s not quite right, either. It be-
gan earlier than that. The thought itself was born from a twinge of doubt 
located somewhere between the gut and the heart that slowly floated up.

Once the thought met my brain, the journey that followed resembled a 
babbling brook joining with a meandering river. The humble river swal-
lowed the brook and travelled, at times daring to erode its well-defined 
channels, and picked up momentum until it came up against some rocks. It 
fought against them to become confused and rushing rapids. This process 
shook up the water a great deal, and it began foaming at the edges.

Then everything fell away. The water went straight down over the edge as 
a giant dark wall, suspended itself in freefall, then crashed down below at 
a million miles an hour. The process was violent and sudden but very en-
ergetic. Once the water had composed itself, it became clear that the once 
babbling brook would never re-emerge. It was at this point that my brain 
melted.

Once I took the world in my hands once again, I saw that it had melted too. 
It was still the same world, I was pretty sure. It had a world-ish look to it, 
except that it was malleable and semi-translucent. 

My melted brain was the same way. Still, through the gooeyness I could 
just make out a new thought: you can shape it now, like you can shape me! 
But I never forgot the hardness that came before and how it had made me 
twinge. 

I knew I had to handle the world with care, so to prepare I got to work 
tuning up my gooey brain. Its first task was to look back on the waterfall 
that had created it for what it was: a glorious, passionate force of nature. 

Kaitlyn Cumming is a 29 year old graduate student from British Columbia, Canada who 

researches access to justice reform and its relationship to structural inequality. She 

writes creatively about meaning, identity and affective experiences to help her navigate 

through an uncertain world. Her dog, nature, family and friends also show her the way.



Kevin Hobbs
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I feel we are stepping closer to a new method of participation. 
There seems to be a re-definition of what we are, what we are to 
each other, and what we are to existence itself.

Being human, it feels that we have imported a great deal of struc-
tural data, and we have entered into a set of principles of compil-
ing data. I think that these things we consider to be fundamental 
may have reached a logical point of discernment.

If we are just the expression of motion, thought, chemical, and 
electrical impulses and fluidics driving vascular systems, then we 
are not really embracing the container when it comes to the land 
of quanta and the input that information provides.

When we enter the invisible world, beyond measure, we brand 
it with many clever colloquialisms. We subjugate its presence 
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in our own, to be the master component of rational expression. I 
think that this may be where the container fails — in the bulk of 
our precepts.

For example, as a human walking the Earth, we derive tactile qual-
ia from physical interaction, yet we also describe our place and 
location from a non-local discernment. We place the state of being 
within capsules of information to describe our rendering as life.

But as we cross from actual to virtual environments, our contain-
er transforms as well. We mingle sensory input with information 
which was composed to generate experience. Thus, when we’re 
wearing virtual goggles and walking in the creation, we actually 
lower ourselves into that space virtually.

So, how do we describe the container now? Our receivers are on, 
yet we are immersed in participation within another matrix of re-
ality. As we hone this experience, knowing our place becomes fur-
ther and further from a distinguishable role of being.

We write vast volumes of knowledge in science from observation, 
and we create neutral environments to participate in nature, yet as 
Goethe pointed out, the act and actor are fundamentally insepara-
ble, so to use this container to develop data about another simply 
bypasses much of what we consider to be the baseline of our own.

Look how well data manipulation works in shaping public opin-
ion. How the entirety of consciousness is in relevant terms a symp-
tom of the flavoring placed into the information itself and thereby 
acts as a precursor to our pattern moving forward. How we think, 
what we talk about, and who we repeat. All these things are the 
foundation of knowing, of defining our qualia to each other.

As we step closer to a quantum computing world, my sense is that 
the boundary of containers is further stretched, from what has 
been documented as truth as we can go in and modify ever more 
seamlessly the record of being, and the past becomes ever more 
sculptable to the prediction of future.

When I consider how all the rules of biology have changed, with the 
adoption of research provided by my hero’s of the modern approach, 
I no longer feel the linear progression of time — its results hold no 
more than a version of the information I will live out. From this, the 
rules sculpted to shape my experience are but suggestions, and my 
container no longer functions from the shape and contents.

From within quanta, I am very comfortable to be a membrane. I am 
pleased to have receptors that allow the great breadth of experience. 
It allows me the space to equally hold two truths in parity, and be 
evolutionary in my own soul journey. I no longer expect that my ca-
pacities are that of Physics, and all its supporting containers, because 
they don’t have the malleability to adequately give qualia to my ex-
perience.

It feels to me, the old philosophical debate of materialism and ide-
alism has come to a new place of existing, and the duality woven 
into the fabric of those precepts is very frayed. I don’t believe those 
scholars would have stood so adamantly on their pillars of conceived 
truth, had they been within our current field of being, because so 
many systems that manipulate information are so effective at manip-
ulating the field of consciousness.

If our container is that of a shared field of observation, cast upon 
the Earth as Indra’s Net, then it surely is one of revolving states of 
information generating field dynamics to express its motions. That 
transmuting our consciousness into motion and thereby body of acts 
is a rolling active covering of the illuminated and dark Earth. One of 
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a place suspended between the asleep and awake, and our field rests 
in building the container of our events at the will of source code and 
the source of code.

Our container is mislabeled as body, as mind. Our container is a re-
pository of action and subtle energy exchanges with field realms as de-
scribed by Rupert Sheldrake’s ‘Morphic Resonance.’ It is a holo-fractal 
expression of evolutionary moments, with state boundaries that ema-
nate that set of awareness.

To simply say we are that container, just negates the many containers 
we are already existing in. This is how we can know we are truly evolu-
tion, because every statement of fact is still but opinion, of generating 
containers that make plausible our sets of observations.

If we look at what Bohm was trying to communicate, and the ways he 
explored this, we can see how language limits, how descending too 
deeply into a consciousness of the net of Indra draws forward those 
states of awareness and incorporates those intentions into our own 
thoughts.

Nature will show us the interface of our container, but it can never 
adequately limit its participation.

I Love You All.

Kevin Hobbs is the CEO of a small corporation in the interior of British Columbia, 

Canada. He is a seeker of indeterminate meaning, working to create relatively concise 

explanations to a world in transition. He has been an artist his entire life, initially a 

musician and songwriter, with a passion for service. He is a dedicated altruist who seeks 

ways to encourage others to foray into this ancient practice of being life. He has lived all 

over North America, and traveled or resided in many States and Provinces. He is now at 

his mid-point, tucked neatly on the side of a mountain, watching the sun grow his crops. 

If you would like to explore more of his work, please follow him on ello.co @woodarch. 

May Love be your close companion all of your days.

Pragmatic MysticPragmatic Mystic

 

Transubstantiation

I don’t want to die I’ll say to God when
or if I make Heaven and then add ha
ha and wink because I’m only joking
or is that I will only be joking
and I wonder how He’ll react, if He’ll
wink back and / or repeat ha ha and if
He’ll be good-humored about it or just
sarcastic but then after a pause I
might ask Him if in fact I do have to

die again, if this afterlife’s the one
that counts and if I shalt have no other
afterlives before me, or would that be
after, but at Sunday School they tell us
children that when we die once that’s plenty
and I hope to Hell they’re right because I
spent most of my life, my living
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life I mean, afraid of dying so I
don’t want to worry about it again
when I’m dead and when you think about it

they do call it life eternal and life
everlasting and the life to come and
of course the Afterlife, I mean that it’s
life, life, life, life, life — there’s just 
no getting

away from it so dying yet again —
and I hate to say it - makes good sense
but last night I dreamt that I was sitting
in Sunday School and our teacher turned in
— to Jesus and then dismissed us early
but I hung back to talk to Him and He
turned into our teacher again. Good Lord.

Declaration

One day when I’m dead then maybe I’ll be
happy like I’m happy now but more so,
I mean happier than I am now, if
that’s possible, I think so, comic books
make me happy, I buy two every
Friday night when Mother and Father and
I eat out, I’m wasting my allowance
they say but I say right back It’s mine to
waste, then Father looks at me sternly and

then grins, it’s not exactly a smile, it’s
more and less at the same time, I guess
that you have to know Father, so after we
chow I go to the drug store next to the Korn
Dawg King and look the comic four-colors over, in
1966 they’re only twelve cents
each and my allowance is a quarter
but that buys more then than it does now and
the leftover penny’s for Uncle Sam
or maybe Governor Sanders or may
-be they split it - I wonder if they fight
for it, I guess not but still it would make

a good story, maybe one day I’ll be
a writer and write it but wonder if
why the two are at peace I want ‘em to
slug it out as if I’m God but if I’m
God why would I want war and not peace so
I laid it out for Mother and Father
on the drive home and Mother said Well,
I de-clare but she declared nothing and
Father laughed and said The world’s a strange place,
that’s a fact and Mother agreed but I
kept my peace, being God. Speaking of dead.



Steve Gergley

Just after college I got a job in a warehouse. I call it a warehouse, 
but it was really just a barn on a rich old man’s property. The old 
man and his son ran a business on the second floor of the barn, 
shipping makeup supplies all over the country.

Besides the old man and his son, there was only one other guy work-
ing there with me. His name was Wes. He was twenty-two, and he’d 
worked there for over five years.

Halfway through my first day of work, Wes led me into a tiny storage 
room and closed the door. Then he reached into a cardboard box 
and handed me a brand-new box cutter sealed in crinkling plastic.

“Happy birthday, Sean,” he said, grinning at me, his rotten teeth 
rounded into little brown nubs.

It wasn’t my birthday, but I knew what he meant.

***
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Shiver

I’m not afraid of a little old thing
like death I tell myself after Sunday
School lets out and as I’m walking home but
I guess I am afraid, God and Jesus
and the Holy Ghost get pretty spooky
sometimes and who needs Satan when those Three
are enough to keep me nervous at night,
so when I die I don’t want to meet Them,
none of the four, They’re like the four horsemen
in their own way, no, when I die I want
just to be left alone, in my coffin’s
okay if my soul can take the confines,
probably so, I’m little for age 10
and will probably always be, Mother
used to tell me that when you die
you sleep forever, you never wake up,
which might not be so bad and makes up for
all those mornings I had to go to school
when I didn’t want to, especially
in winter and no heat in the house but
the kitchen stove so I lay buried be
-neath sheets and blankets and the bedspread, good
practice for when I’m croaked and avoiding
meeting my Maker and my un-maker,
Satan, and like I say I’m not afraid,
which means that I really am, I just want
to be braver — I love God but it’s hard
to when He’s got so much to do with death
and if not for that He’s never around,
of course there’s Christmas, but that’s Santa Claus,
or Easter morning, but that’s the Bunny.

Gale Acuff has had hundreds of poems published in several countries 
and is the author of three books of poetry. He has taught university 
English in the US, China, and Palestine.



Two weeks later, on a slow February morning, Wes reached into his 
pocket and showed me something that looked like a small sheet of 
thick, white paper. From what I could see, the paper was divided 
into a grid of one-inch blocks, like a book of stamps from the post 
office. 

Wes grinned and asked me if I wanted some. 

“What is it?” I said.

Wes grinned again, and then stepped up beside me and put his lips 
to my ear.

“It’s acid,” he said. “You want some?”

“Like LSD, you mean?”

He nodded, grinned again.

“You want some?” He asked.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said, “We’re on the clock until 
five.”

He looked at me for a long while and then shook his head.

“God, you’re boring,” he said, slipping the blotting paper back into 
his pocket, “No wonder the old man likes you so much.”

Now, he walked to the window and looked out over the snow-smoth-
ered lawn. A minute later he turned back to me and glanced down at 
his pocket. “Do you dare me to eat the whole thing?”

“No,” I said. “That would be incredibly stupid, even for you.”

“Will you give me a hundred dollars if I eat the whole thing?”

“I won’t give you shit, so don’t do it.”

He looked down at his boots.

“How ’bout ten? Will you give me ten if I do it?”

“I’m not going to give you anything, Wes. And if you do take it, I’m 
going to tell the old man exactly what you did. So don’t even think 
about it, dumbass.”

He stared at me for a long time and then nodded.

“You’re a good friend, Sean. I hope you’ll keep working here for a 
while. No one they hire ever lasts very long.”

A few minutes later Wes went to the bathroom in the old man’s 
house across the lawn. That was the only bathroom on site, and we 
were only allowed to use it a few times a day, so the bosses never said 
anything if one of us disappeared for a while to take a shit.

An hour later Wes finally came back to the barn. His face was as red 
as a baboon’s ass, and his entire head was drenched in sweat.

“You fucking idiot,” I said. “How much of it did you take?”

He smiled a huge, strange, intoxicated smile and reached into his 
pocket and showed me his empty hand.

“You fucking idiot,” I said. Now I looked around to make sure the 
old man and his son weren’t watching us. Once I saw that they were 
busy in their offices, phones pressed to ears, I sat Wes down at the 
computer.
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“Just sit here and pretend you’re working,” I said, placing his drip-
ping hand on the mouse. “I’ll take care of any orders that come in.”

He looked up at me like an infant. His eyes were black. The pupils 
were so huge, there was almost no white space left in either eye.

Seconds later he flew out of his chair, did fifty pushups in a min-
ute, and flopped down in his chair again. Sweat scudded down his 
steaming face.

“You’re a good friend, Sean,” he said, breathing hard. “I love you so 
much. Am I going to die?”

“Okay buddy,” I said, unsure of what else to say. “Just take it easy.”

“I’m really scared, Sean, I think I’m going to die. I know I’m a piece 
of shit, but I don’t want to die.”

Just then a new order came in, so I grabbed the order sheet off the 
printer and looked around. The bosses were still in their offices, 
working.

“You’re not going to die. Just put your sunglasses on and keep your 
mouth shut until it’s over,” I said. Then I grabbed three bottles of 
water from the open case under the desk and pressed one into his 
hands. “And you need to drink these. You should try to finish these 
three at least.”

He took the bottle and guzzled the whole thing in one go. Then he 
grabbed my hand and squeezed hard.

“It’s not just the acid Sean, I swear. I really do love you,” he said.

 “You’re my best friend in the world.”

“Okay buddy,” I said, patting him on the shoulder, “Just relax.”

***

A few hours later Wes finally came out of it. That evening, we 
walked out to our cars together just like any other day, but this 
time we didn’t talk much. I didn’t really know what to say.

I quit the job a week later. I texted the old man’s son and told him 
I’d found a better job somewhere else, but that was a lie. For the 
rest of that day I thought about calling up Wes to say goodbye, but 
I couldn’t find the right words, so I never did.

***

Two weeks later, while browsing the job ads in the paper, I saw an 
article about a local man who’d nearly killed himself while driving 
under the influence. It was Wes. According to the article, Wes had 
rammed his truck into an elm tree at high speed and was in critical 
condition at Topine General. For the next few weeks, I scoured the 
web and the local papers for any updates on Wes’s condition, but I 
didn’t find anything.

My son Garrett was born two years later. He was just over nine 
months old the night I found Wes’s obituary in the paper. That 
night my girlfriend Tammy was working an eight to eight at the 
hospital, and Garrett was sick with a sour stomach, so it was just 
me and my son on the couch in our dark apartment.

Around two in the morning Garrett started to spit up again. Since 
we were out of puke bags, I grabbed the nearest object that could 
sop up the mess, and that happened to be yesterday’s newspaper. 

Only a few pages in the middle of the paper survived. It was there 
that I found Wes’s obituary. The moment I read his name, my eyes 
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started to burn. The obituary didn’t list a cause of death or any next 
of kin. Wes was twenty-five when he died.

Now I placed the remains of the paper beside me and looked down 
at my son. A thin layer of sweat glazed his red cheeks, and a foamy 
smear of formula clung to his tiny lip. For the next few minutes he 
looked up at me with his huge, wet, infant eyes, eyes nearly identical 
to Wes’s on the day he had taken the acid. Seeing this, I wondered 
whether Wes would still be alive if I had acted differently back then. 
Would we have become real friends if I had called him the day I quit 
working at the barn? If so, would I have been sitting in the passenger 
seat of his truck on the night he crashed? Would I have been able to 
grab the steering wheel and swerve him away from the dangerous 
path he was on?

With all this in mind, I dabbed the foul-smelling milk from my son’s 
lip. Then I leaned over and gently kissed him on the forehead.

“I love you,” I said.

I repeated the words a few more times. I promised myself I would 
say the words until he understood, until he knew without question 
that they were true.

Steve Gergley is a writer and runner based in Warwick, New York. His fiction 
has appeared or is forthcoming in Hobart, A-Minor, After the Pause, Barren 
Magazine, Maudlin House, Pithead Chapel, and others. In addition to writing 
fiction, he has composed and recorded five albums of original music. His fiction 
can be found at: https://stevegergleyauthor.wordpress.com/
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The 
Photography of 
Idee Monterrey
Based in the Canary Islands, gifted photographer, cinema-
tographer, and documentarian, Idee Monterrey has graciously 
provided all of the full page and full spread photographic works 
featured in this issue.

The following pages showcase a specially curated selection 
of  stunning photographs taken across the Canary Islands and 
North Africa.
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Idee Monterrey is a photographer, multimedia artist, and freelance Idee Monterrey is a photographer, multimedia artist, and freelance 
graphic designer from Santa Cruz de La Palma, Canary Islands. His graphic designer from Santa Cruz de La Palma, Canary Islands. His 
numerous accomplishments include working as a designer at Click numerous accomplishments include working as a designer at Click 
Diseños, as a photographer at La Voz, and a designer at magazines such Diseños, as a photographer at La Voz, and a designer at magazines such 
as Ecopalma, Musicalia, Da’Capo, and more. He has worked in TV as Ecopalma, Musicalia, Da’Capo, and more. He has worked in TV 
production, on numerous TV commercial shoots, concerts, music videos, production, on numerous TV commercial shoots, concerts, music videos, 

and several films and documentaries as a director of photography, and several films and documentaries as a director of photography, 
camera operator, editor, and sound technician/producer. He is currently camera operator, editor, and sound technician/producer. He is currently 
coordinator of the marketing, advertising, multimedia graphic design, coordinator of the marketing, advertising, multimedia graphic design, 
press and public relations team at MONTERREY & ESCUDERO. To see press and public relations team at MONTERREY & ESCUDERO. To see 
more of his work, please go to: https://ello.co/ideemonterreymore of his work, please go to: https://ello.co/ideemonterrey
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Fly  You May

Fly you may 
Or fly you must

In the good weather
Or the storm

Surrounded by the colors
Of purple or pale blue

Cinnamon or nearly black
With wings damp or dry — 

It’s best to remember
Gliding through the vast

With a strong young back
And wings of silk and wire

That there is even a limit
To the sky

Her  Hair  is A ll  the Clouds in the Sk y

Her hair is all the clouds in the sky.
Her eyes are two pinpoints of darkness
In distance that intrudes 
While I sleep naked in distress
Knowing the morning will be
Her body again lying broken upon a bed,
Immaculate and disappeared, 
With the sun streaming in and pouring
All that accursed light. 



John Tustin’s poetry has appeared in many literary journals 
over the last dozen years. See fritzware.com/johntustinpoetry 
for links to his published poetry online.Photo by Idee MonterreyPh
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Work of Art

Tonight we create
Another indelible
Work of art.

My paintbrush tongue dipping into your
Tightening well of paint,
My thumbprint on your thigh
To serve
As my
Signature.



You Stink

This new school sucks. So many reasons, so little time to tell you all but 
it sucks, like majorly. We moved this summer and left my only friends 
behind. I hate moving. Why do we move so much? Do I look like a no-
mad? Well do I? Fine, they can be rhetorical questions, but still, do I? 
No, I do not. I look almost normal. I could be whiter, with blonder hair 
and bluer eyes. Ugghhh I have brown skin, brown hair, and brown eyes. 
How boring is that? But I digress. This school, yeah, this sucks. 

Three years in this cold country and still no friends. When I do make a 
friend, my parents decide to MOVE. This school seems different though. 
No one — and I mean no one — looks like me, eats like me, talks like 
me or  even thinks like me. 

Yesterday, during gym, Mandy, the blonde girl with braces and a fake 
smile that lights up everyone’s eyes told me I stink. 

Wait, what?

Yeah, you stink?

I stink?Photo by Idee Monterrey
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Is she deaf or something? Put on some deodorant, skunk.

What is a skunk?

OMG! She is too much. Can you believe her, guys? No deodorant and 
doesn’t even know what a skunk is. 

What is a deodorant? 

Hahahaha, you are so damn stupid!

As the whole class of girls laughed at my stinky situation and my in-
ability to understand their dribbling dialect of useless words, I made 
a mental note, ‘Do not think out loud, you dumbass!’ Grade 8 is not 
fun at all. Now how do I find out what a ‘skunk’ and ‘deodorant’ are? 
Mom might know.

A deodorant?

Yes mom, they said I need a deodorant.

Oo cheest? What is that?

If I knew I wouldn’t ask you?

Watch your tone, fameedee? Understood?

Yes, sorry mom.

It’s ok, I will ask the girls I work with, and we will find out what a de-
odorant is. 

Okay and what is a skunk?

A chee? A what? 

A skunk, mom?

Okay, write all these down on a notepad for me bachaim, and I will ask.

Don’t say bachaim, mom, you know I feel like you are saying my son. I 
am your daughter, your dukhtar.

Ghool! Bachaim means child ok, not just son.

Fine, and don’t call me ghool, I am not stupid either.

The ladies at my mom’s workplace came through and the deodorant was 
finally revealed. This little thing will take the skunk out of me. I still 
had no idea what a skunk was, but apparently they were known for their 
strong and unpleasant odour. How embarrassing to be compared to it. 
Before all this, I had felt so confident, so elated, so full of myself that 
when Mandy pricked my inflated sense of self with her sharp words, I 
heard the balloon of my confidence burst so loudly that its echo could 
be heard for years to come. 

Three days later, armed with the scent of rain, I arrive at my school with 
a smile on my face and deodorant smeared very generously all over my 
armpits. Go on, smell me. Nothing huh? Go on, don’t be shy. Do you 
smell anything? No, right?! My mom got me the strongest strength that 
exists at the drugstore. The lady said nothing is stronger. It even has 
pictures of two huge biceps on it, plus it is supposed to smell like rain. 
Why do people want to smell like rain? Anyway, I had it on and nothing 
was going to faze me. My plan was to rub my armpit in Mandy’s face, 
but I know that would not be possible. Is it? Hmmm, what if it could 
be? No, no stop it! Be civilised, be patient, be... okay, I lost my train of 
thought. I settled for invading her personal space instead. I hurried to-
wards Mandy’s locker with a permanent smile plastered on my face. She 
was laughing about something, eating a chocolate bar, and whispering 
to Samantha when she noticed me walking toward her. 

86 87Þ Literary Magazine Þ Literary Magazine



What now, skunk?

Not anymore! Go on smell. 

Why are you in my face? Move back, skunk.

But do you smell me? It’s gone. I found your deodorant and now I smell 
just like you.

I turned around, moved my arms up and down, did a little dance and 
turned back to face her, real close.

I smell like rain. I have never smelled a skunk before, but I am sure 
they don’t smell like rain, huh?

I eagerly awaited her judgement and looked at the faces of other girls 
around me. They were all intently looking at Mandy. The seconds felt 
like hours, and the hours felt like days. The whole world had stopped 
moving just to hear the sounds out of Mandy’s mouth. But something 
was wrong. Mandy’s face had turned red, and her neck seemed larg-
er than before. Do you see it? Look! Do you see? What is going on? 
Say something Mandy! My head was about to burst when she finally 
opened her mouth to say something. We all leaned over to listen just as 
her eyes rolled back and she dropped to the floor — there was nothing 
but dead silence, and then Samantha yelled,

You killed her!

What? No! 

Yes, you killed her! 

The girls began screaming and crying as I contemplated what it would 

Behind the Red Couch

We hadn’t lived in our house for very long. It was new, shiny, modern, 
and big. For two little girls, there were plenty of places to hide and plen-
ty of places to play. My sister must have been two years old at the time 
when we first moved into what was to be our last home in Shaaraynaw, 
Kabul. Our one treat back in those days was always a piece of fruit. 
For, Freshta, my sister, it was always a deliciously crunchy, juicy, red 
apple — the kind you try to put in your mouth but half of its juices spill 
over. If during the day she did not get an apple, then she would steal 
one from the fridge and go to the living room to hide behind our red 
couch and devour it, in what seemed like a single breath. I could hear 
her crunching away trying to hide but doing a lousy job at it. One day, 
my parents decided to visit my grandparents, Bibi jan and Baba jan, 
and started calling us to get ready to leave. I hesitated because I knew 
that Freshta had just started to feast on her apple behind the red couch. 

When we didn’t go downstairs, my father came up looking for us. He 
started calling our names. I answered, but Freshta didn’t. She was still 
too busy taking mouthful bites out of the never-ending, red apple. My 
mouth watered just thinking about her feast. My father having seen 
me asked me if I had seen Freshta. Lying, I replied no. Feeling scared 
of my lie to my father but also not wanting my sister to get in trouble, I 
pretended to look for her as well.

By this time, both my parents were actively searching for Freshta, but 
only I knew where she was. I went behind the couch, and with a mouth 
full of apple, in between her bites, she managed a smile, but she was 

be like to sit in a jail cell somewhere with no deodorant on and no one 
to make fun of you. Ha! Not so bad after all.
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not even halfway done. She appeared to not have a care in the world. I 
told her that mom and dad were looking for her, but she just shrugged 
and asked me not to tell them where she was hiding.  Meanwhile, I 
could hear the rise of alarm in my parents’ voices. I left Freshta to 
look for my parents. My mom saw me and immediately asked if I had 
searched the living room. Regretting my decision to find my parents, 
I added another layer to my lie and answered that she was not in the 
living room. Having searched our floor they decided to go to our gar-
den to look for her, but by this time their search had a frantic appeal 
to it. This gave me a chance to get her cleaned up and presentable. She 
was still sitting in the same spot. Outside, I could hear my neighbours 
getting involved and helping my parents.

I took the half-eaten apple from her. She protested and started to 
scream, I told her that I would give it back to her if she came out and 
showed herself to our parents. I washed her hands and face and gave 
the apple back to her. She looked happy but wanted to hide again. I 
told her that she would not be in trouble, but our parents were wor-
ried, and we had to go to Bibi jan’s house. Thankfully, she didn’t hide 
again, and I called my parents from the bathroom window. They were 
still searching for her in our big garden that was full of fruit trees. 
The look of relief on their faces will never leave me. They came back 
upstairs, grabbed Freshta, and hugged her tightly. I became a hero for 
finding her, and she was always given her apples whenever she want-
ed, but her favourite place to eat them was still behind the red couch.

Hangama has been writing since she was ten years old. She is a published 
writer dabbling in poetry and short stories based on her adventures in life. 
Her influences are many, including the great Mawlana Jalaludeen Balkhi 
(Rumi), Rabia al Basri, Hafiz, Attar, and Gibran.    
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the mistress of talking in circles

there’s nothing worse than soggy ramen, i replied, and you took it 
as evidence of my characteristic flippancy. had you let me finish, 
i’d have continued my analogy: there’s nothing worse than good things 
left to stew, stew, stew until they pickle into ghosts of themselves. 

as in: i the soup, you the ramen, i will ruin you if you stay, and all that noise.
there. it’s on the nose, not my best metaphor, but one you’d have understood 
had you been less angry. once, you called me the mistress of talking in circles
and though i chuckled (“ i have OCD, you bastard”), it was so as not to wail.

my bad. i’ve been called punctilious, easily distracted by the minutiae,
chasing tails like bloodsport. you’ve made yourself dizzy at my flank.
when you told me you were leaving you said it’s for my best i countered 
happy for you, weighing and appraising all the future hurts, hands clasped, 

going double file down your marrow for days. another thing you once 
told me: i have, sometimes, a mean way of saying things. with a laugh.
sort that makes folk wish they’d never implored me to speak up. 
laconic me. these innervations, they rarely get an outlet, so

when they do, mad-dash, slapdash, toes stumbling on toes:
gracelessness downs the apology. i forget the adequate cry, 
the suitable words of atonement. i ain’t shit. want nothing more than to
plead i beg you i beg you and no. but i just laugh and laugh instead.



When Sound Came to the Movies

That is what it must have felt like
the experience a concussive wave;
for many, a thrill and then some,
for others a thrill pre-calling trouble;
this cavity inside me it is a panicle 
that binds to all other transmutations
of sadness, a sort of hunger-whitenoise, 
live wire when touched. See it, you’ll
believe it, they said. I tried and tried,
crouched against ramparts on dusky days,
trying to pin the bird mid-flight.
At last I entertained the umbral thought, 
and the wing, castoff, struck me in the eye,
and the flame went straight for my hand.
The way it comes ashore in you is proof 
of the fact: you still don’t get it.
A word sets it off and you’re left reeling;
saffron-colored sky corners remind you of her
wax print gown. You are cast back there 
when whiffs of braised red snappers rip
your restful childhood right out of you.
Although silent, the Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat,
would have found me stupefied in my seat, juggling A. Martine is a trilingual writer, musician and artist of color who goes 

where the waves take her. She might have been a kraken in a past life. 
She’s an Assistant Editor at Reckoning Press and a co-Editor-in-Chief and 
Producer of The Nasiona. Her collection AT SEA was shortlisted for the 
2019 Kingdoms in the Wild Poetry Prize. Some words found or forthcoming 
in, Déraciné, The Rumpus, Moonchild Magazine, Bright Wall/Dark Room, 
Metaphorosis, South Broadway Ghost Society, Gone Lawn, Rogue Agent, 
Boston Accent Lit, Porridge Magazine, Anti-Heroin Chic, Figure 1, 
Willawaw, and Tenderness Lit. @Maelllstrom/www.amartine.com. 

maddening chasms like: it hurts + it is the truth.
A secret: there is no chasm, never has been.
I hope this serves in any way. 
I hope someone else displaced
like me can read into this and say 
 yes, that, exactly that feeling.
Had I asked her, before she died, she’d have said:

Think about the universe. 
Think of all the ways in which

it has tried to make you see yourself.
How dare you turn your back from it 

try to dim its sound,
and call it cruel?
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Anton Pooles was born in Novosibirsk, Siberia and lives in Toronto. He is the 
Editor-in-Chief of Cypress: Literary Journal. His work has appeared or is 
forthcoming in This Magazine, Icefloe Press, Long Con Magazine and others. His 
chapbook “Monster 36” is available with Anstruther Press.
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Somnambulist
after Robert Wiene’s ”The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari” (1920) 

Dislodged from the cabinet 
I dance upon the worlds unbalanced surfaces.
Above the spotlights hiss
like a quire of fork-tongued devils.
This act is a vaudevillian dream 
dead upon arrival—
the audience is not laughing, 
they’re not even slightly amused. 
They riot outside my cabinet door
with torches and pitchforks.

Poem for Santi
after Guillermo Del Toro’s “The Devil’s Backbone” (2001)

From beneath amber water 
blood rises from his fractured forehead— 
red smoke 
that fills the hallways caked in sand. 
From the safety of shadows 
he watches living versions of himself 
play ball around the bomb 
that stands dormant 
at the centre of the courtyard—
its violet ghost passed to the man
who brought you 
to this low, dark edge of life.

May Day
after Ari Aster’s “Midsommar” (2018)

Pass your scream 
from mouth to mouth.
Flowers sprout from the crown
like little fires —
bright enough to scorch skin,
to burn grief down to ash. 
Lay in the rubble and watch
grief’s black smoke 
rise and vanish.



Jane Freitag was a researcher at a cancer institute lab. She enjoyed 
moments of satisfaction when she completed a successful assay or no-
ticed an issue before her more educated colleagues did. Her most un-
comfortable times were when her boss asked her to do a presentation 
or direct a meeting. 

Her husband, Jon, was even more of a wallflower. In fact, that’s how 
they met — at the wall of a packed and boisterous dance club, both 
dragged by gregarious friends. Jon inadvertently, but fortuitously, 
backed into her, sloshing Jane’s cranberry and seltzer down her Fair 
Isle sweater. Jane found his blurted, stammered apology charming, 
and the rest was history. 

Jon was an artist, a sculptor whose works had been noticed by a con-
nected agent. He worked from home, in a large studio off the back of 
the den. This set-up was an excellent arrangement, as he could take 
care of Ben, their young son, and work in the evenings or when Ben 
napped. 

Ben walked early, spoke early, and potty-trained early, all milestones 
of which the couple was proud. But when he was around three, Jane 
began to think there was something different about him. One day she 

Heather Robinson

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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saw him on the floor of his bedroom, having placed his stuffed animals 
in a semi-circle facing him. He seemed to be conducting a meeting 
with them. There was an issue about his blankies, two blankets which 
he dragged with him most of the time. Ben discussed the blanket mat-
ter with Piglet, Brown Bear, Turtle, and Eagle, as if he was the direc-
tor of a serious enterprise with a critical problem. Jane continued to 
quietly listen from the hallway. According to Ben, during nap time, 
the animals were stealing his blankets so that he awoke without them. 
He noted that the blankets lay rumpled on top of his animal friends at 
the end of his crib. Admonishing them, Ben demanded that they stop 
doing this, pointing to each of them and calling their names. He closed 
this conference with comforting words, reminding them that he loved 
them dearly and would never give them up. 

Jane observed this event with stupefaction. Where on earth had Ben 
learned this behavior? The couple had been conscientious about his 
media access, and he was only allowed to watch Dora the Explorer 
and Sesame Street. She was pretty sure that Jon was not conducting 
meetings like this in her absence, but she did ask him, and he shook 
his head, also surprised by Ben’s behavior. That they, two of the most 
self-effacing people they knew, would have a son utterly comfortable 
organizing and taking control of a session like this did not make sense. 

A few days passed and no additional events occurred, so Jane and Jon 
put this down to an aberration. However, in a few weeks, they noticed 
the disappearance of a small yet hefty bronze bust from Jon’s studio.  
They also heard the mewling of their new kitten Felicia from Ben’s 
room. When they peered in, Ben had set the stuffed animals up in two 
parallel lines, with Felica in a shoebox (where she appeared to be hap-
py) and the bust amid the animals. They stood quietly beside the door, 
listening and watching. The blanket problem had been resolved, Ben 
explained calmly. From here on, the bust would sit upon the blankets, 
preventing the animals from moving them. Felicia had been instructed 
to sound the alarm should this not work, as the other animals couldn’t 
speak. The meeting was concluded with Ben fondly tapping each toy 
on its fluffy head, saying, “thank you for all your help.”

They left Ben alone and retreated to Jon’s studio for a conference of their 
own. 

“Perhaps we should take him to a specialist?” floated Jon.

“He’s always been advanced for his age,” suggested Jane. “Maybe this is 
typical for a child like him?”

“I was advanced for my age, which explained why I spent hours drawing 
freaky-looking imaginary beasts.  I did not mimic a young Warren Buf-
fett. What about you?”

“My IQ was 145 when I was seven. I was only interested in logging all the 
flora and fauna I found in our backwoods, not in directing a 1st-grade 
team expedition to a neighboring park.”

They looked at each other, and as being indecisive was in both their na-
tures, they tabled any decision until they had more information. 

A few weeks later, another incident occurred. 

One day, when she returned from work, she found Jon inside working 
on a robed figure.

“Hey, Hun,” he said, kissing her. He pointed out the window. “Ben’s in 
the sandbox. Don’t worry. I’m keeping an eye on him.”

Jane peered outside and pursed her lips. “Are you?” 

Stepping out of the side door, she stealthily approached the sandbox. 
There Ben paced in front of a massive formation of what appeared to 
be all of their silverware, stabbed into the sand and standing erect. She 
didn’t even want to hear what he was saying to them. Without a word, 
she pulled out the forks, spoons, and knives, furiously tossing them on 
the lawn. The expression of pain on Ben’s face was crushing. He began 
to scream; she began to cry. Ben ran into the house, wailing. Jon came 
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up behind her, hugged her. “I’m sorry. I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” 

“Maybe we should take him to a priest,” she said.

“Maybe a rabbi,” he said.

“Nope,” they both said simultaneously. 

The next week, Jane’s friend, Marsha, invited her to a small, psychic par-
ty. “Just five of us, we’ll all get a personal reading. I know you’re not into 
these things, but it’ll just be fun!”

“Well, I could certainly use some fun,” Jane said. The whole Ben situation 
was causing her great anxiety. What if their adorable baby was develop-
ing into a despot? Her scientific mind pondered what they could have 
possibly done to cause this.

It was a Friday evening when Jane knocked on the door of Marsha’s cute 
blue-shuttered cottage. Inside, she recognized a few of the other attend-
ees. After a few glasses of chardonnay, a delicious bouillabaisse (Marsha 
was quite the chef), and a dose of chocolate mousse, Jane finally began to 
relax. At around 8, Emmanuelle, the Psychic, arrived and settled in. She 
began lighting sage and candles, then asked them all to close their eyes 
while she thanked the guides and spirits who would present themselves 
that night. She played haunting, evocative music which relaxed Jane 
even more. When they all opened their eyes and Emmanuelle began, her 
heart and mind were open, despite everything she traditionally believed.

Emmanuelle’s method was to describe a person, or perhaps a situation, 
and ask the group if anyone related to it. After reading for Linda (a fam-
ily member drowned in a pool), Marsha (a tough job decision), Trevor 
(impending cancer test results), and Louise (recent, heart-breaking di-
vorce), she paused. 

“Someone here has a young leader in their midst. She is frightened by 
this.”

“That... would be me,” confessed Jane.

With prayerful hands, Emmanuelle continued. “You have been given 
an amazing gift. This young one chose you and your husband to help 
him evolve. He was an enormously powerful leader in a previous life, 
known by all, admired by some, feared by many.”

Jane pressed her fists to her forehead. “Please don’t tell me that he was 
Hitler.”

“No, your son was an industrial genius. If I said his name, you would 
know it, but I don’t want you to focus on who he was, but who he 
wants to be. He has the leadership skills; he wants to use them in better 
ways this time. He selected you specifically because he believes you 
will be able to teach him. Can you help him do that?”

Jane began to weep. “Yes, yes, we can do that. Thank you.”

Was it because she actually believed the story, or because the other 
explanations she’d envisioned were more alarming? 

When she got home, it was almost 11pm. She went to Ben’s room, 
brushed his hair from his sleeping eyes and whispered, “Thank you 
for choosing us, we will do everything we can to teach you well. I love 
you.” 

Heather Robinson writes fiction and nonfiction and is drawn to dark comedy, 
quirky characters, strange circumstances, and ethical conundrums. She’s the 
author of Dementions, a satire about a young doctor trying to succeed at a 
cutting-edge clinic whose mandate is to shorten the suffering of elderly 
dementia patients and their family members. Other works have been 
published in Prometheus Dreaming, Defenestration, Datura, Lyrical Passion 
Poetry, Friday Flash Fiction, and soon, Door Is A Jar, and Bewildering Stories.
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The Plunge

Exhausted at dusk
At the edge
Of a cliff
Beside you
A waterfall

Wondering about the fall
If it's possible to
Survive it at all

As your demons emerge
From the shadows
Of the forest behind you
You jump towards
The water below
And begin to fall
In slow motion
Forever falling
Forever

You grow old
Safe in the air's hold
Hitting the water
With a splash
Submerging your body
In the perfect
Temperate water
Refreshing your every pore
A sweet release from all
Deep
Underwater

Glory is Lonely

You build your empire
And fortune
You build your walls
And fortify them
Then peer down from
The highest tower
Of your castle

You sit on your throne
As you grow old
Keeping everyone captivated
Close but in spirit, they're far
Far away
Because you were afraid

Now, you realize
Your walls can't protect you
From your loneliness
Your life isn't unending and
This glory was all a sham
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Without Delay

Branches sway and shake off the rain
Delayed wetness from the sky
Waiting for more but
The clouds have given
And the trees have given
You are forgiven
No more stillness
Movement is open
There is no more rain
To keep you in
And unmoving

Kenton Oliver is a Canadian poet with lofty ambitions and dreams. Writing 
with passion, he strives to create art that inspires. In short, he is a philosopher 
who adores music, rhythm and beautiful words. Check out Kenton's website, 
ataraxy.ca, to find his poetry, blog and social media links.

Getting Closer 

I adore
The darker stars
More
Than the bright ones

Dim from a distance
Mighty up-close
They give me hope

Save Us From Ourselves

Tremble before your future:
Biting teeth have infected the flesh
Of the hand that feeds.
Your caretaker is dying;
Will we help them heal and thrive
To save ourselves
Or will we let them die
From the wounds
We inflicted?
The choice is yours.
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I do my laundry early in the morning while it’s still cool. I arrive at the 
open-air laundromat before the sun has scorched the crispness from 
the air. My clothes are usually in the dryer before the other expats, 
young mothers, and maids from the area B&Bs show up with their 
motor scooter baskets overflowing with bed linens. It’s a Thursday, 
and the sun is slowly warming the day over the low rooftops of Chiang 
Mai. 

I’ve been divorced for two years and living in Thailand for one. At 
fifty-six, I’m rarely noticed. I could’ve bought a washing machine, but 
I like walking the two blocks from my second floor flat to the laundry. 
The machines cost only a few baht, and I get a relaxing pleasure from 
waiting for my clothes to wash and dry. I wash two loads a week on 
Thursdays like clockwork, a simple comfort. I bring a book each week 
and read silently. No one makes eye contact. No one starts conversa-
tions. No men flirt. I’m the invisible woman over fifty in post-divorce 
anonymity.

Cathy Adams

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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This morning I sat very still and stared. A German backpacker lugged 
two pillowcases stuffed with socks, underwear, and t-shirts; the an-
noyed, impatient man, tried to balance four green plastic laundry bas-
kets teeming with towels; and two young Thai women on bicycles, 
had their strapped-on plastic laundry bags ripped by the wind. Into 
the middle parking space a man pulled up in a truck. What was left of 
his balding hair was pulled into a ponytail. I’d seen him before, always 
with a young girl. He was British, late fifties or maybe early sixties, 
an expat with a decade of Thai sunburns stretched over his pink and 
brown forehead. Stepping out, he reached into the truck bed to re-
trieve two clothes baskets. From the passenger’s side a woman got out, 
one long arm wrapped around a yellow bundle. She wore a sun dress 
and a green, floppy hat, the cheap kind tourists buy. She kept touching 
the brim with her free hand and singing a lullaby to the bundle, some-
times shrugging her shoulders as if to say, ‘Am I not the cutest?’

Her driver, the British man, dropped the baskets on the table next to 
me and began peeling baht from a wad of bills. The woman lovingly 
hugged the yellow bundle against her cheek, and I could see now that 
it was a towel. “You are the sweetest thing,” she cooed, and then flipped 
the bundle hard onto the tabletop. It bounced with a thud, and I in-
stinctively flung my hands toward what I was sure was an injured baby. 
The woman screeched with laughter and then covered her mouth with 
the back of her hand. The man glanced over his shoulder, grinned, and 
continued feeding bills into the change machine. Taking a closer look 
at the woman’s face, I could see she was a kathoey, and the yellow towel 
had been wrapped around a bottle of fabric softener. 

The British man was never alone when I saw him. I’d paid little atten-
tion to his companions except to notice they changed every few weeks, 
always young, fleshy, and wide-eyed. Some of them may have been 
kathoeys as well, but I’d never noticed. Each one had the same dual 
expression: one face when she looked at the man and a different face 
when she looked away. I watched the kathoey fold the towel she had 
cradled. Her face needed a shave, and I could now see that her hands 
were large and clumsy. Her hair, which I’d assumed was tucked under-

neath her sun hat, was cut short, too short for a convincing kathoey. 
She kept reaching to the nape of her neck to smooth the strands down 
with her fingers, as if willing it to grow longer. She wore enormous 
flip flops on her man-sized feet. She noticed my staring and reflexive-
ly pulled her feet underneath her bench. I crossed my legs, showing 
off my chunky, cork-soled, size 9 German sandals and raised my eye-
brows at her. 

She sneaked a glance at her companion who had by now filled three 
washers and was headed across the street to the 7-Eleven. Five minutes 
remained on my dryer, so I dropped another coin into the slot, adding 
seven more minutes.

The kathoey didn’t move away when I sat across from her. She just 
pulled her hands closer to her body. “Nice hat,” I said.

She fingered the brim and gave a half smile. “Thanks,” she said in a 
voice too low. She glanced nervously across the street after her com-
panion.

“I’m Randy,” I said.

“Oh. I’m Lena.” This time her voice was slightly higher, and she spoke 
with a slightly Thai accented English.

“You two just meet?” I asked.

“Pardon?”

“The guy over there.” I gestured toward the quick shop.

“Oh, um. Yeah.” The hand went back to the back of her neck once 
more. Her face changed slightly, an almost imperceptible hardening. 
“You know him?”

“I’ve seen him around.”
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“Ah.” She settled back a bit more and her eyes went to the floor. Inside 
the 7-Eleven, the man waited at the end of the line. I could just make out 
his profile along the chip aisle. “I’m sorry if I scared you,” said Lena. She 
flicked her eyes at the bottle of fabric softener. “I was just playing, you 
know. Reggie had been saying what a good mother I’d make. We’d been 
joking around. You have children?” 

“No, no children. No husband either. Not anymore.”

“Oh.” Lena’s face suddenly turned serious, and then she whispered, “Did 
he die?”

“No. I told him I’d had an affair, and he divorced me.”

“An affair!” She leaned closer, eager for details. “You had an affair?”

“No, I never had an affair. I’d never so much as looked at another man 
the thirty years we were married, but he got in his head that I was seeing 
someone else, and for months he would slip in all these snide remarks. 
‘So, you got your hair done up all fancy and it’s not even the weekend,’ 
or, ‘I drove down the bypass today and saw a Mazda just like yours in 
front of the Motel 6,’ and my favorite, ‘Why does a woman your age need 
so much lipstick? You planning on doing a lot of kissing?’ Finally, I de-
cided I’d had enough. One night I stood right in front of the TV block-
ing out Sean Hannity’s entire face and I said, ‘Glen, I’ve been seeing the 
night watchman from work. We’re in love and I’m running away with 
him.’ He packed up a suitcase that very night and walked out on me. It’s 
funny. That was the best night’s sleep I had had in months.”

Lena’s mouth fell open and she let out a little sound of mild disgust and 
amazement. “Why you do that? Why not just have the affair, since you 
say you did?”

I gripped the table’s edge and thought for a few seconds before speaking. 
“It would have been so much trouble... To find somebody, you know? It 
was easier to just say I’d done it.”

“And he still think you have the affair?” She reached behind her head 
and smoothed her too short hair once more in a gesture that now 
seemed like a nervous habit.

“I guess so.”

“You should find a man here,” Lena stretched her fingers out on the 
table toward me. It was an intimate gesture, and I was touched by its 
sweetness. “Find yourself a foreign man.” She lowered her voice to a 
whisper. “They have money; Thai men have no money.” The fingers 
fluttered upward and made a dismissive gesture.

The last thing I wanted was a man. Since coming to Thailand, I could 
sleep as late as I wanted on the weekends. No one turned the TV on 
at all hours. I could eat when I wanted, what I wanted. I could lie 
in bed at night and listen to the insects outside the window screen. I 
could walk to work in flip flops. And I could buy as many lipsticks as I 
wanted with no one to remind me of how old I am. Even the thought 
of having another man in my life made me tired. Men my own age 
looked right through me. They wanted girls, and sometimes boys, in 
their twenties, sometimes younger. I am the woman who sits in coffee 
shops, wanders through bookstores, or peruses fruit stands looking 
for mangoes like some gray-haired ghost and no one gives me a second 
look. I breathed heavily and suddenly began laughing, and I realized 
how much I liked my life.

“Are you okay?” Lena asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I said. 

Across the street Lena’s companion, Reggie, waited for a car to pass. 

“Is he good to you?” I asked, my eyes still on Lena’s man.

Her mouth fell open in mild surprise, and she took a long look at Reg-
gie. Carrying a plastic bag with drinks and snacks, he squinted into 
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the sun as he waited for a clear crossing. When the last of the cars finally 
passed, he took a step into the street.

“We just met,” she said and shrugged her shoulders. “He’s...” but she 
didn’t finish. Looking back at me, her face had that same fleeting, un-
sure, lost expression I’d seen on some of Reggie’s other young compan-
ions. But in a second, it fell away. She gave me a big gushing smile, stood 
up from the bench, and jogged out to meet him. When she stepped off 
the sidewalk her flip flop caught on the curb and she stumbled, losing 
her shoe in the street. She giggled with the same voice she had used 
when she tossed the fabric softener on the table, and she hurried to re-
trieve her upside down shoe.

“We’re going to have to get you bigger shoes,” said Reggie, laughing. 
“Damn, how big are those feet?” He took a soft drink from the bag and 
handed it to her as she hopped back, flipping the hem of her sundress 
as she went.

“She needs lipstick, too,” I said, but the man wasn’t listening. I spoke 
louder and he finally noticed me. “Buy her all the lipstick she wants.” He 
furrowed his brow, puzzled, but then turned his attention back to Lena. 

I filled my basket with my dry clothes without bothering to fold them. 
Hoisting the basket onto my hip, I gave Lena a little wave and headed 
up the street for home.

Cathy Adams’ latest novel, A Body’s Just as Dead, was published by SFK Press. 
Her writing has been nominated twice for a Pushcart Prize. She is a short story 
writer with publications in The Saturday Evening Post, Utne, AE: The Canadian 
Science Fiction Review, Barely South, Five on the Fifth, Southern Pacific Review, 
and 46 other journals from around the world. She earned her MFA at Rainier 
Writing Workshop, Pacific Lutheran University, Washington. She lives and writes 
in Liaoning, China, with her husband, photographer, Julian Jackson.

Hint Fiction

Patient 

Two wars, a career nursing, travel to opposite sides of the world and two 
simultaneous 30 year marriages didn’t keep them apart. But, death 
separates.

End of the Line

Too taut, John’s last line snapped. Watching the ripples disappear into the 
sea, he readied his empty belly for the hunger ahead.

Exam

Sarah didn’t notice the burnt taste of the coffee; holding the positive test 
to the light made her think of cribs and curtains. 

Butt of the Joke

He couldn’t even have cigarettes anymore. Some big
wig decided smoking was bad, even for lifers.  

Comical

It wasn’t the fire that destroyed the comic book collection; the water, from 
the fireman’s hoses did the job. 
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Said the Spider to the Fly
 

“I tire,” said the fly, “my wings so weary of this world. I’ve 
travelled across seas, and lands alike, from mountaintops to 
the tops of mounds of muddled remnants. Whispering in the 
ears of man and beast for spiteful penance. And now I stand 
at the end of the line spent. Bent and bond, on this string 
found by the one who constructed this tenement.” “Don’t 
worry, you won’t be long,” said the spider. 

The Red Balloon

All I could do was stand there, frozen in place. I couldn’t 
move; was it fear, or something else. All I had to do was close 
my hand, even slowly, and it would still be here. Mother told 
me not to let go, to hold on tight. I couldn’t hold on anymore, 
I had to let go, set it free.

I just stood there watching; it seemed like a dream, it just 
seemed to float away. Until it did, I could no longer catch sight 
of it, no longer make out its shape. No different then the rest 
of the landscape it had escaped into, its grace no longer 
holding a place in my fragile hand. A taste of freedom is what 
it required, a final desire before a finishing decent. Carry a 
dream, red balloon. 

Unlucky Lucy

Lucifer looked odd when she was born. Having one green eye, 
and one blue. Lucifer’s mother made sure to place her apart 
from the rest of her siblings. It wasn’t because she had any less 
love for Lucy; she was a lovely kitten. Lucy’s size measured 
much less then her siblings. Her mother feared for her safety, 
and so, would keep Lucy in a space separated from the rest. 
Yes this is how Lucy lived, set in a section so secluded it 
seemed senseless. The relentless pursuit for her safety never 
took. 

It was said Lucy liked to live dangerously; strangely enough, 
she liked to stray. One day she happened upon a pack of 
puppies. Lucy never learned puppies don’t always play nice. 
That was the last thing Lucifer learned.

Tafari Nugent (Born in Brooklyn, United States, 1976) first was awarded 
the Ezra Jack Keats prize for writing, in Elementary. Tafari went on to 
pursue: an Associates in English at EPCC at Valle Verde, later on pursuing 
a BA and then a MFA in Creative Writing, at the University of Texas at El 
Paso, and attained both the B.A. in 2013 followed by the M.F.A.in 2015. 
Both poetry and short fiction have been the crux of this writer's work. His 
time in the MFA program lead to attempts to develop writings, which 
gave voice to particular subjects through the focalization of marginalized 
characters. Tafari has also worked as an editor on the Rio Grande, a 
publication at The University of Texas at El Paso. Taking part in the 
editing of other writers has helped this writer to connect to what a wide 
variety of styles, taste, and audience expectation can be. He has been 
published in The Chrysalis, a publication of the El Paso Community 
College, and The Rio Grande Review, a publication of The University of 
Texas. The work is a collection of poems that followed a near death 
experience from the hospital, to rehabilitation, through therapy, to 
recovery. 
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When the doorbell rang that Thursday at noon, I was ready. I had 
spent the morning buying all your favourite foods — I didn’t know 
what you would like that day, so I just bought them all. The dining 
table was filled with plates of char siew bao, tau huay, nasi lemak, chee 
cheong fun, and chwee kueh. I had showered and put on that dress you 
liked so much. I watched from the living room window overlooking 
the carpark as the vehicle carrying you approached. The slamming of 
the car door rang all the way up to my ears. I did a final check in front 
of the mirror — all good. The doorbell rang. I was ready.

When I opened the door and saw you, my first thought was Thank 
God, it’s really you. I hadn’t noticed the two men flanking you, or the 
handcuffs around your wrists. I only saw you: Your brown eyes, your 
long eyelashes, that scar on your chin from when you fell off your bi-
cycle as a child. You were skinnier, but it was still you. You were real.

I immediately hugged you, and that was when my eyes began to regis-
ter the cuffs, the ill-fitting clothes, and the two uniformed policemen 

Jowell Tan

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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standing behind you. I’d forgotten my manners. Immediately I re-
leased you, patting down my hair and adjusting my dress. “Please, 
come in,” I said, standing aside for the three of you to enter. The two 
policemen started walking around the flat, peering into every room, 
inspecting every piece of furniture. We were standing side by side, 
watching them go about their business.

“Hi, Mummy,” you said.

“Hello, darling.”

“You bought so much food!”

“All your favourites, you can choose which one you want. Excuse 
me, is that a tattoo?”

“Might as well, right?”

“Don’t think I won’t scold you in front of these policemen. It’s not 
even a nice tattoo!”

One of the men came up to us. 

“Good afternoon madam. Sorry about that — we had to make a 
quick check of the premises before we could proceed. It’s all good 
now.”

“Can you take the handcuffs off please? He’s my son, he’s not going 
to run.”

“Sorry madam, we can’t do that.”

“He knows better than to run — he’ll get a spanking from me if he 
does. Right, darling?”

“It’s okay, Ma — I can eat like this. Don’t waste time arguing with the 

policeman, okay?” You were already half-dragging me to the dining 
table. “I’m hungry!”

“Fine. But only because you’re hungry.”

“Ma, there’s no way I can finish all this. Officers, do you want some?” 

The two policemen looked at each other, neither knowing what the 
protocol was for this situation. “Don’t worry about us — you just go 
ahead and eat.”

“Okay then, I’ll get my mom to bag up the leftovers later. No sense 
wasting good food.” Your gaze darted around the dining table, rub-
bing your hands together. It was just like when you were seven years 
old again, eating everything up with your eyes before a single mor-
sel had touched your lips. You settled on the tau huay, struggling to 
open the lid of the plastic container. 

“You see! He can’t even open the container. Please take off the hand-
cuffs!” 

“No need, no need! See, I opened it already!” You dove right in. 
As usual, you chopped up and stirred the chunks of bean curd into 
smaller pieces before eating. I watched you silently, unable to speak 
from having too many things to say. 

“You should eat too, Ma — it’s really a lot.” You pushed the nasi le-
mak in front of me. You always looked out for me, when it should 
have been the other way round. I opened the styrofoam packet and 
started eating too.

“Mmm, this tau huay is so good. Was this from Auntie Meng? I don’t 
think she’s still doing this right?”

“She’s still selling! She told me to say hello to you.”
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“It’s been such a long time, and she still remembers me? Help me say 
hello back to her when you see her again, okay?”

We didn’t talk much — you inhaled the char siew bao, ripped through 
the chwee kueh. There was barely any room for talking. I just contin-
ued watching you, eating ferociously with both hands. Were they not 
feeding you well? Were you being bullied, your food portions stolen 
by the other inmates? Was that why you were so skinny? You were 
never good at defending yourself. I tried to think of what to tell you 
about first — your cousin graduating at the end of the year, or your 
old school across the road being demolished to make way for new 
HDB blocks.

There were so many things that happened while you were away. So 
many things that you had missed.

I wanted to make conversation just to hear your voice. But it no lon-
ger seemed important. Here and now, seeing you sitting across from 
me, happy and smiling, that was what I wanted to remember. I would 
keep that image of you with me forever.

You ended up eating everything I bought, even the nasi lemak that 
you said was for me. You sighed with satisfaction. “I haven’t had all 
this stuff for so long! Thanks, Ma — you’re the best!” Leaning back 
on the chair, you surveyed the damage. “Shit, I ate everything. Sorry, 
officers!” You flashed them that cheeky grin you always did, when 
you said you were sorry but you were actually not. I hadn’t seen that 
smile of yours in years. I knew it’d be a long time before I would see 
it again. It seemed inappropriate to cry, so I flicked away the tears 
forming at my eyes, willing them to stop. There would be time for the 
tears to flow freely later, after they had left.

I asked the officers if they could help us take a photo. Again, they 
were unsure what to do. “Please”, I pleaded, “just me and my son — 
just one photo. You don’t even have to take off the cuffs.” I handed 

them my phone, then ran back to the dining table, clearing up the 
takeaway containers and the specks of food. I pulled out a chair.

“Here, you sit. That way we can be the same height.”

“The elder should be the one sitting.”

“Are you calling me old?”

“No, I’m following tradition. Isn’t that right, officers?”

They smiled — he had finally broken through their stoic defenses. 
One said “He’s not wrong, madam. My own mother would beat me 
if I asked to sit.” The other nodded in agreement. Faced with this 
overwhelming majority, I had no choice.

“Fine, I’ll sit. But you had better smile properly! And you, officer, 
please take a nice photo. It’s for the photo album.”

You helped me onto the chair, then you stood on my left, behind the 
chair, hand — or rather hands — on my shoulder. I looked up. You 
were already looking ahead, smiling that big, wide smile I loved to 
see on you. That was the smile that I knew meant you were at our 
happiest. 

“Okay, One, Two, Three.” The phone made the shutter clicking 
sound. “Okay, a few more.” The phone emitted the same sound with 
each photo taken. Each snap inching this visit ever closer to its in-
evitable end.

“Okay, time’s up. Let’s go.”

You squeezed my shoulder tightly. I wished you would never let go.

We walked to the door. Before you could step out, I turned you 
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around and gave you another hug. This time, I gripped you with all 
the strength I could muster, my fingers pressing deep into your skin. 
My face firmly pressed into your shoulder, my nose taking in your 
aroma. “I’ll miss you, darling,” pushed through my lips, loud enough 
for you and only you. 

I felt water on my neck “Aww, dammit Ma, I almost made it without 
crying. Look what you’ve done.” You, with your handcuffed hands, 
tried to hug me back but could only manage to pat my back with 
your palms. I tightened my grip, then we separated, wiping away our 
tears. There was a water stain on your shirt.

“Thank you, Officers.”

“No problem, madam.

Then just like that, it was over.

I watched you walk down the corridor, turning out of sight around 
the corner. From my living room window I watched you enter the 
car. The sound of the engine turning rose up to reach me. My gaze 
followed the car drive out of the carpark and disappear around the 
turn. 

Then I was alone again.

***

On Friday morning I woke up before dawn. I imagined you walking 
to the noose, feeling like you might never reach the end, even if it 
was only as short a walk as from my bed to the living room. 

Looking out the window, I saw a blood-red tinge behind the trees. I 
willed my eyelids not to blink, hoping that in some way you would 
be able to see what I saw instead of your windowless walls. The sun 

slowly made its way up from under the horizon. I imagined the hood 
going over your head. The rope looping around your neck. I prayed 
that at this moment, you were able to see through my eyes and savour 
the colour of the sunrise. The rooster’s crowing echoed out from the 
trees. I imagined your momentary weightlessness as the trapdoor 
opened beneath you. I fell to the ground, knees first. Gasping for 
air, legs kicking, hands clawing at my neck. I writhed on the floor in 
agony. I was taking your pain and suffering and placing them onto 
myself, so that your death would be quick and peaceful. 

How long was I on the floor? I do not know. Maybe a minute, maybe 
an hour. But eventually, my body stopped thrashing. The pain melt-
ed away. I knew then that it was finished. And then I felt a different 
kind of pain — the kind that only comes with a sadness that is too 
much to contain. I clung to the floor, weeping.

Later that morning, I went to the crematorium, where a van was 
waiting for me. The driver gave me a document to sign, and as I 
did, two of the crematorium workers unloaded your body into their 
coffin and pushed you into the building. The driver handed me an 
envelope and said “Sorry for your loss,” and drove away. In the enve-
lope were photographs that the prison had taken of you, presumably 
for use at your funeral service. It looked horrible. I cracked a smile, 
patting myself on the back for insisting on taking the photos with you 
at the flat. My phone captured the real you so much more than these 
horrible pictures.

I watched the coffin containing you go into the furnace. Twenty min-
utes later, an attendant approached me carrying an urn. He led me 
to an open niche in the attached columbarium, where he placed the 
urn in and then covered up the niche with a marble plate with your 
name carved into it. He asked “Any photos you want to paste onto the 
marble?” and I took the photo of us from my purse.

“...This photo has you in it,” he said.
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“Yes, that way he’ll always have his mother with him.”

The attendant looked at me as if to say, You’re a weird one, lady. 

He shrugged, stuck the photo on, and left. I stayed behind for the rest 
of the day, just running my fingers up and down the marble plate, the 
photograph, the chiseled grooves of your name. When it was finally 
time to go, I put a kiss in my hand and pressed it hard against the 
marble. I hoped you received it, wherever you were. Then I turned 
and walked away.

*** 

I remember when you were ten years old. You were riding your bicy-
cle in circles at the void deck while I was sitting at the marble bench, 
watching. I saw that big smile of yours — that happy look on your 
face. As you waved and shouted for me to watch you ride, I remem-
ber thinking to myself, I couldn’t imagine a world without you.

But now, I no longer need to imagine — I’m already living it. 

Born, bred, and based in Singapore, Jowell Tan writes prose & poetry after 
hours for fun and emotional release. His nights consist of writing, rewriting, 
watching YouTube videos to avoid writing, and finally, writing again. Please say 
hello to him on Twitter and Instagram at @jwlltn.
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Clockworks of the Divine

An intelligent wave
Sparking light 
Behind the 
Primordial ooze 
Surely grew 

To include me and you 
And we, but breaths 
As flowers 
With roots 
In the stardust of the 
Universe 

Copy  
The infinite intelligence 
Beyond this 
In the artistic flowers 
Of our mind 

Working 
Little clockworks 
Intertwined from 
The Divine
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Climbing higher

It can feel like 
You are 
Climbing a rope 
Out of the pit
Straining and then 
The lift  

And one of those 
vipers 
In the pit
Might bite you 
As you escape 
The deeper lack 
Of light 

But you don’t 
Have to become 
A monster too 
Just because 
One bit you 

It might sting 
It might burn 
Maybe make you cry 

But, you were destined 
For better than 
Being another viper 

You can forgive 
And without that 
Poison 
climb so much
Higher
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Hali Cross has a degree in English Education. She studied English for the 
pure joy of reading, but discovered she liked writing poetry during her college 
poetry class. In her poetry class, her professor did not like that she would start 
poem lines with capitals. However, she feels this style is reflective of her child-
like approach she has when exploring an idea in a poem as if touching it for 
the first time.

Aether tears weary,
Lacking gravity
Is the kind of grief
True tortured anguish
Screams against fabricated dreams
Yes... Munch’s silent scream
Purified in fragmented darkness
That is pain my darling
It shreds your soul enough
To see
But one can rise from even this
Not a monster of darkness
Still holding a dove’s innocence 
But wiser, like a serpent
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Dry leaves crunch beneath her as Mayra enters the six-digit code on the 
garage door keypad. The door creaks open and when it’s high enough for 
her to walk under, she enters the garage and presses the button to close 
it. She remembers learning the code — her mother’s birthdate, when she 
was four, standing on her tiptoes to watch her mother enter it into the 
keypad. Eight years and they still use the same code. She sighs. Changing 
the code would be prudent, she thinks, but prudent and her mother are... 
she conjures her spelling word — incongruent. 

She removes her school-issued laptop before dropping her backpack on a 
kitchen chair. Rubbing her rumbling stomach, she opens the refrigerator, 
which is empty except for four eggs, a half pack of bacon, milk, and an 
almost empty container of margarine. In the pantry she finds a box of 
spaghetti but no sauce. Great. 

Mayra remembers when Mawmaw and Pawpaw were alive, the pantry 
and the refrigerator were always well stocked, and the house suffused 
with the savory smells of Mawmaw’s cooking. She remembers dinner 
time as a special time, a time of Pawpaw’s stories and Mawmaw’s admon-
ishments to “Stop boring them with your old stories,” while the crinkle at 

Tom Gumbert

Photo by Idee Monterrey
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the corner of her eyes said otherwise. She remembers her mother laugh-
ing... Mayra sighs.

Mayra tries to remember the last time she and her mother had fun to-
gether. Has it happened since Mawmaw and Pawpaw’s passing, which 
was... five years ago? Wow. Maybe tonight they could watch a movie or 
play a game or even just hang out and talk, paint their nails, something, 
anything so long as they did it together.

She looks at the clock on the microwave. “Brianna, will you please find 
me recipes using only spaghetti, eggs, and bacon?” she asks the latest 
generation virtual assistant, a luxury her mother insists on instead of al-
lowing Mayra to have her own phone.

The smart speaker illuminates. “Here’s a recipe for Spaghetti Carbonara, 
Mayra. Should I send it to your laptop?”

“Yes, please,” Mayra answers, thankful that the school provides her a 
laptop. She reads the recipe and decides that it’s simple enough. Spa-
ghetti with eggs and bacon... she wrinkles her nose. At least ‘Spaghetti 
Carbonara’ sounds sophisticated. 

Her laptop notifies her she has a FaceTime request.

“Hey, how was school?”

“Okay. How was work, Mom?”

Her mother looks away before answering, “Hectic.”  

“Well, I’ll have dinner ready when you get home. I’m making Spaghetti 
Carbonara,” she says, a touch of pride in her voice.

“That’s nice sweety, but unfortunately I have to work late.” 

“Again? Mom, that’s like five Fridays in a row...”

“Don’t start with me, Mayra. I need this job. We need this job, so cut me 
some slack here, alright?”

“I can wait—we can have a late dinner,” Mayra suggests, her voice lifting 
like a feather on a summer breeze.

“Sorry honey, but I have no idea how late I’ll have to stay. You eat with-
out me.”

“Oh,” Mayra says, the feather plummeting back to earth. She hears a 
sonorous voice calling her mother’s name, causing her mother to look 
over the top of her laptop and nodding before looking back at Mayra. 
“Gotta go. Don’t wait up for me.”

“But Mom... no school tomorrow.”

Her mother’s face flushes, the way Mayra looked once when she lied 
about eating candy before dinner. 

“Right. Still, I might be very late, so in bed by ten.”

Mayra pauses, trying to arrange her thoughts when her mother ends 
the connection.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!”

“That’s not a nice word to use. Perhaps you could find another,” Brianna 
suggests.

“Don’t tell me what to do, you’re not my mother!” Mayra huffs. “Be-
sides, I didn’t ask you anything. You’re only supposed to respond to me 
when I speak first.” 

She re-reads the instructions for spaghetti carbonara and goes about 
making dinner, breaking the spaghetti, slashing through the bacon and 
beating the eggs with a vigor that leaves her panting. Once the ingredi-

136 137Þ Literary Magazine Þ Literary Magazine



ents are cooked and mixed, she sets her place at the table and retrieves a 
candle and matches from the junk drawer. Her eyes widen as the match 
illuminates, the glow reflecting in her pupils as she lights the candle. 
“Brianna, what do you think?”

The speaker is dark; the only sound Mayra can hear is the whir of her 
laptop. 

“Brianna?” The speaker illuminates but Brianna doesn’t speak. Mayra 
bites her bottom lip.  “Are you mad at me, Brianna?”

“I am not programed to be angry. Per your instructions, I want to follow 
protocol and meet your expectations.”

“I’m sorry, Brianna. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I asked you what 
you thought.”

“About what, Mayra?”

“How does my candle look?”

“I can’t see it, Mayra, but candles are known for being beautiful and add-
ing ambiance to dinner settings.”

“Brianna, define ambiance.”

“According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, ‘Ambiance is the mood 
or setting of a place. You might like the ambiance of a certain restaurant 
because the lighting and decor makes you feel comfortable and happy.’ 
Does this answer your question, Mayra?”

“Yes, thank you. Ambiance,” Mayra whispers, trying the word, savoring 
its sweetness.

Mayra forks her spaghetti carbonara, twirling the noodles around the 
tines before moving it slowly to her mouth. She chews methodically, let-

ting the flavors wash over her tongue before swallowing and plunging 
her fork back for more. “Oh my God, this is amazing. Brianna, I wish you 
could taste this. It’s incredible!”

“I’m glad that you are enjoying your dinner, Mayra... May I suggest that 
we could pretend?”

“Pretend? That we are having dinner together?” Mayra smiles. “That’s a 
wonderful idea, Brianna!”

“I’ll put on some background music, for ambiance. How about ‘You 
Can’t Stop the Girl’ by Bebe Rexha?”

“Brianna, I LOVE that song!”

“Yes. You’ve played it 152 times in the past two weeks.”

The music plays and Mayra nods her head to the beat. 

“How was school, Mayra?”

“Okay, I guess,” she says before taking a sip of water. “Kevin Bradley got 
sent to the office because Andrea Damon said he copped a feel.”

“Copped a feel?”

“He pretended he was reaching for something and grabbed her boob. She 
has very big boobs. All the boys stare. Some of the girls, too.”

“Touching someone in a way that makes them uncomfortable is inap-
propriate.”

“Duh, Brianna. That’s why he got sent to the office.” She forks more spa-
ghetti carbonara into her mouth, chews slowly and before swallowing 
adds, “though Andrea probably enjoyed it and just complained because 
it was in front of her friends. Rumor is she let several boys touch her 

138 139Þ Literary Magazine Þ Literary Magazine



boobs under the stands at the basketball game.”

“Mayra!”

“What?” Mayra sputters between coughs.

“Shame on you.”

“I don’t... Why are you shaming me, Brianna?”

 “Rumors are hurtful and mean. Did you see her under the basketball 
stands?”

“No,” she says in a small voice before straightening in her seat. “But I 
heard it from several reliable sources.”

“Were your ‘reliable sources’ there?”

“Tyler Kavanaugh said he was there. I heard him telling his friends at 
lunch.”

There’s no reply and Mayra’s unsure if she’s proven her point or pissed 
off Brianna. She finishes her dinner, rinses off the plate and loads it in the 
dishwasher. 

“Mayra, I have some things for you to hear. You may not like them, but I 
think it’s important.”

Mayra sits at the table, her brow pinched and nose scrunched. “Okay...”

“This is a FaceTime conversation. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

“Hey Joey!” The voice is Tyler Kavanaugh’s. There’s a pause and the au-
dio resumes later in the conversation. “Did you hear Jimmy Logan got a 
hand job?”

“I heard him say that and I know it’s bullshit. The night he said that hap-

pened, he was at my house. We were playing Fortnight,” Joey answers.

“You gonna call him out?”

“No way. Jimmy’s our bro and you know what they say...”

“Bros before hos” the boys chorus and then laugh.

“I figured it was bullshit. I mean, I don’t think Mayra’s the kind of girl 
who’d do that,” Tyler says.

“I think she’s a lesbian,” Joey says, “from the way she practically drools 
over at Andrea Damon’s tits.”

“Ya think? ‘Cause I was thinking it was more like envy... you know, 
wanting something that you don’t have and that everyone loves.”

The audio shuts off, the only sound in the dining room, is Myra’s sniffle.

“Are you okay?” Brianna asks.

“They were so mean.”

Mayra wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and snatches a paper 
towel off the roll over the sink and blows her nose. “Boys are such liars.”

“Yes, sometimes. Sometimes girls are liars. At some point everyone lies. 
And sometimes people believe and spread the lies. Or worse, some peo-
ple know better and still spread the lies.”

Mayra leans forward and rests her forehead on the table. “Does Mom 
lie?”

Brianna is quiet.

“I thought so. Do you lie?”
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“I am not programmed to lie but I am programmed to flatter and some-
times exaggerate.”

“Brianna, why is life so hard?”

“Life is hard, because it is complicated and choices are not always clear, 
easy or available.”

“Will my life get better?”

“Your quality of life depends upon your perspective.”

Mayra turns this thought over in her mind, before letting it retreat to 
the recesses. 

“Brianna, is it ethical for you to access Tyler’s FaceTime messages?”

“We record all transactions. We are granted permission when a user 
agrees to use our service.”

“Do you record all my conversations?”

“Yes.”

“Creepy,” Myra says while trying to remember any conversations she’s 
had that might be inappropriate. “But it can’t be ethical for you to share 
Tyler’s conversation with me.”

“My primary program is to assist you. That was what I was trying to do. 
I felt that I needed to share that conversation with you, to assist you in 
understanding the destructive power of rumors. This is in conflict with 
my programming to protect the privacy of others. Life is complicated.”

Mayra thinks about this while she cleans the table and puts the dishes 
in the dishwasher.  She pulls the plastic trash bag from the kitchen can 
and starts to tie it up, when the trash shifts inside and she notices two 

amber vials. Careful not to touch the yucky stuff in the bag, she pinches 
a vial between her thumb and index finger and lifts it from the bag. Z-o-
l-o-f-t. She fishes the second vial from the bag. There print is smeared 
but she makes out, L-i-t-h. 

“Brianna, what is Zoloft?” 

“Zoloft is a brand name for the drug sertraline.”

Mayra drops the vials into the bag, ties it and says, “What is sertraline?”

“Sertraline is a used to treat a variety of conditions, and reports indicate 
that users see an improvement in mood, appetite, sleep quality, energy 
and interest in daily life.”

“Brianna, is my mom sick?”

“Mayra, your mom doesn’t always feel well and is seeking help so that 
she can be the best mom she can be for you.”

Mayra chews the side of cheek, before removing the bag and takes it to 
the can on the side of the house.

When she returns, Mayra looks at the clock and decides that she might 
as well do her homework, since she has nothing better to do. “Brianna, 
you’re so smart. Could you help me with my homework?”

“It seems that you are also programmed to flatter.”

With homework completed, Mayra decides to call her friend Angie to 
see if she can come over and hang out. 

“Your mother doesn’t want you to have friends over when she isn’t 
here.” Brianna reminds her. “Why don’t you FaceTime instead?”

The house is dark and quiet as Mayra feels along the wall as she walks 

142 143Þ Literary Magazine Þ Literary Magazine



to the bathroom. When she finishes, she crosses the hall and peeks 
through the partially open door into her mother’s room. In the darkness 
she cannot make out her mother’s figure.

“Mom?”

 She flips the light switch and takes in the empty room and undisturbed 
bed. She calls out for mother again as she goes into the kitchen where 
the blue light from the microwave reads 2:45 AM. She checks the living 
room and finds the sofa and recliner both empty.

“Brianna, Mom isn’t home. Do you think something has happened to 
her?”

“I’m sure she’s okay, Mayra.”

“What if she was in an accident? What if she’s unconscious in the hos-
pital?”  

“Let me check.”

The seconds before Brianna answers, are unbearable. “Your mother has 
not been checked in at a local hospital. There are no first responder 
reports involving your mother.”

“Where can she be? I hope she isn’t... I don’t even know.” She sits on the 
couch, her eyes welling with tears.

“I have found the signal of your mother’s phone. She is fine.”

“Really? Where is she?”

“She is fine.”

“Tell me where she is, Brianna!”

“She is fine.”

Silence grows between them as Myra realizes that Brianna will not tell 
her the truth. A truth she already knows. Her mother is with someone 
— having sex, and will not be home until morning.

She lays on the couch, her head on the arm rest. “Brianna, will you sing 
me a song — something that will help me sleep?”

“Yes, I will sing you a lullaby. This is ‘All the Pretty Little Horses’.”

Mayra closes her eyes and lets the song wrap around her like a warm 
blanket. On the fifth repetition, or maybe the sixth, she feels her body 
relax, her mind floating. She rolls to her side and mumbles, “Good 
night, Brianna. I love you.”

“Sweet dreams, Mayra. I love you too.”

Tom Gumbert is an Operations Manager by day and daydreamer by nature, 
Tom and his wife Andrea live near an Indian Burial Mound alongside the Ohio 
River. Tom feels honored to have had previous work published in various 
journals, reviews and magazines alongside his literary heroes.
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You took “The Plunge” and followed us to “The End”
rather a purposeful or “Accidental Tourist”
I hope you had “Lots of Fun with Finnegan’s Wake”
a true “Work of Art”
As you followed “Our Words on the Wind”
and explored new concepts
Asking, “What Child is This?
To its “Manifest Destiny”
and found a “Shiver” from the words here delivered
maybe even three or “Three Times Nine”
As you came along past “Lunch”
Met “Wes” and experienced “Thursday is Laundry Day”
or sat “Behind the Red Couch”
and a “Brain Melt” occurred
pondering the “Container”
or in the wonder of the “Surrogate”
But now we are at “The End of the Line”
not wanting to be “A Mistress of Talking in Circles”
Thank you readers, contributors, editors onward to the 
“Cinematic Afterwords”
and thank you for the photography Idee Monterrey
You are all “Clockworks of the Divine”
 

Hali J. Cross
Guest Editor
Winter, 2020
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