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F I C T I O N by Danielle Eyer

T

MISS MARIGOLD’S
SELF-PORTRAIT

he summer I turned ten was filled with
church bells and local choirs singing the
town’s sorrows. The news blared from every television and radio—they were investigating
a death near my old house. A kid had died falling
off a rocky cliff on the shores of Lake Erie, and the
accident had awakened our small town. That night,
police sirens screeched past our cottage. It took the
entire fire department to retrieve his broken body
by the rocks at the bottom. It had only been a dare.
After the boy died, cliff jumping decreased in popularity.
I found Miss Marigold a year later on that same
cliff. It was a day in early October, so it was too cold
for swimming. The waves were too rough, and the
clouds were too low. Miss Marigold sat facing the
lake, her back against a boulder.
She was a colourful stain in a grayscale landscape.
She looked like she had emerged from a mound of
fabric swatches—the textile equivalent of a scrapbook. Red and green ribbons in her hair, denim and
suede patches to cover tears in her dress, a widebrimmed yellow hat tied to her chin with twine. She
balanced an oversized sketchbook on her knees and
trailed charcoal across the blank page in a sweeping
motion.
I approached her from behind, half-hidden by
the rocks. Her shoulders tensed when I stopped. I
held my breath, stood still for a full minute. When
I ventured upward again, she was back to sketching,
her hat flopping in the wind.
She never acknowledged me, but I knew that she
was aware of my presence. She waited for me. I waited for her. The sun waited for no one, and continued
its slow descent behind the layers of clouds.
I closed my eyes for just a moment. When I
opened them again, it was dark and she was gone.
I returned to the cliff the next day after school.
Miss Marigold was back at her boulder with her
sketchbook. Today she wore a red baseball cap and

a skirt, layered like a wedding cake. A paint-splattered shawl was wrapped around her shoulders to
keep warm.
I stopped a few feet before her and rolled up the
collar of my turtleneck to keep out the wind.
“What are you drawing?” I asked.
She set down the piece of charcoal, her fingers
smudged black. “It’s a self-portrait. Do you know
what that is?”
I stepped forward to peer at the drawing. “That’s
like, when you draw yourself, right?”
It was unfinished, but I recognized the image of
a young lady’s profile, her small nose pointing upward, her eyes soft and shining, her lips full, smiling. It was only the start of a portrait, but it was radiant, even in black and white. I almost wished I could
climb inside the picture just to be in the Beautiful
Lady’s presence.
“So?” she asked. “Does it look like me?”
“I can’t tell with your hat on.”
She removed her hat. My initial reaction was to
step back in horror, but my curiosity overcame my
shock, and I inched forward to peer into her face.
Her murky eyes were wide-set. Her nose sank
into her face. A deep scar ran from her hairline to
her mouth. Her teeth were crooked and yellow, and
her crayon-drawn lips were smeared across her face.
I grimaced. “That doesn’t look like you at all!”
She frowned at my words, her lips pressed together. Her eyes flared up as she glared at the image.
She tore the page out of the book and crumpled it
up, saying: “You’re right! Oh god, you’re right. She’s
beautiful, she looks nothing like me!” She flung the
crumpled paper over the side of the cliff.
“No, don’t!” I cried. I raced to the edge and
watched it sink into the water. My eyes stung. Never
again would I see those smiling eyes, the lady radiating on the page. “Why’d you do that? You didn’t have
to throw it away.”
“Yes, I did.”
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I softened when I heard her voice, high-pitched
and near sobbing. She sunk her face into her hands.
“I will never look like her,” she muttered. “Never.”
I stuck my hands into my jacket pockets and sat
down, close but not too close. I saw the hurt I had
caused and needed to repair the damage I had done.
“You’re not ugly,” I said, and even as I said it I
knew it wasn’t true. “Maybe you just need more
drawing practice. My daddy says you can get good at
anything with practice.”
Lifting her face from her hands, she asked, sniffling, “Really? You think so?”
I gulped and nodded. She smiled at my answer
and wiped her face with some loose fabric on her
sleeve.
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Even now, I don’t remember if she ever introduced herself as Miss Marigold or if I baptized her
myself. Her name came to me as I sat with her every
day. It suited her, with her brightly coloured hats
and clothing.
I’d come home from school every day and find her
at that same boulder like a stray dog. I didn’t know
where she came from. My classmates shrugged
when I brought her up at school. Perhaps she never
left, never stood up and stretched her legs. I sat with
her as she sketched.
As the month wore on, the lady in the portrait
grew clearer. Her delicate features sharpened as
Miss Marigold added detail to her sketch: her curled
eyelashes, the blush in her cheeks, her slightly upturned nose.
But just when the lady became real, Miss Marigold screamed and tore up the page, whimpering as
if she were in physical pain.
It became a pattern. With every attempt, she grew
more furious. The mere existence of the image hurt
a deep part in her, and she wouldn’t keep quiet until
it was destroyed.
The destruction of the image pained me. The lady’s existence, or perhaps her inexistence, haunted
me. I woke up in a cold sweat from dreams in which
she was burning, writhing in the flames. Her arms
flailed like tree branches in the wind, reaching toward me. I watched helplessly.
Perhaps two weeks into this endeavor, when I
felt one of Miss Marigold’s fits coming on, I ripped
the book from her hands before she could tear
out the page. I stood up and held it behind me,
stepping back. I thought that after a few seconds,

she might calm down from her fit. She would see
that she and the picture could coexist in peace.
Instead, Miss Marigold pulled at my hair and
scratching at my face until I returned the sketchbook. I tried to push her away, but she was stronger than she looked. I stopped struggling when my
chest began to hurt from the weight, and only then
did she let me go. Once I had regained my breath,
I found her a few feet away from the ledge, staring
at the water below. I stayed back until she turned to
me, smiling.
“Well,” she said with a contented sigh. “Let’s try
again, shall we?”
My parents wouldn’t allow me to go out when it
rained. “Your Miss Marigold will survive one day
without you,” Mom would say.
I wondered if she sketched then, too. I’d ask my
parents if she could come inside from the rain, but
they laughed and told me not to be silly.
The day after a bad storm, I found her by the
waves. I noticed that her picture was a smudged, watery mess. The pages of her sketchbook were wrinkled and deformed. But Miss Marigold only smiled
and continued sketching.
I don’t know why I kept returning. Perhaps it was
because I wished to see the Beautiful Lady again. I
was drawn to her. At school, at home, in bed, I felt a
string tugging on my heart. She called to me. So I returned, day after day, just to see her portrait be torn
apart or crumpled or soaked in the lake.
The pain that came with her destruction only increased. I knew what would happen if I tried to stop
Miss Marigold from destroying it, but something
within me still made me want to try. The Lady stared
at me through the paper. She called to me, begged
me to save her. I cried at night, wishing that I could.

S

now began to fall. We went to the city for
the holidays to visit family, and those two
weeks I spent away from the Lady were
spent in pure agony. I grew irritated at my cousins and snapped at family members. I spent most
of my time in any empty room I could find, lying
on my back and staring at the ceiling. Only then
could I attempt to visualize the Beautiful Lady.
Still, it wasn’t enough. Her image liked to slip
away from me just as I began to get comfortable.
When I returned from the city, I rushed back to
Miss Marigold’s side and sat by her as she put the
finishing touches on the picture.

I knew what was coming. I knew that in just a few
moments, Miss Marigold would lose her calm and
wouldn’t regain it until she had destroyed the Lady.
It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that Miss Marigold got
to choose whether her artwork lived or died, whether she existed or didn’t. I wanted to decide, I wanted the Lady to be mine. That’s what she’d say in my
dreams.
I’m yours, she’d call as she folded in on herself in
the flames. I belong to you. Why would you let a stranger do this to me?
“She’s pretty.”
“Yes,” she frowned. “She is, isn’t she?” Her lips
twitched. “Too pretty.”
Her body recoiled like a spring preparing to be
released. But before it happened, I grabbed the
sketchbook from her lap.
“No!” I screamed, sprinting away from her.
“Give it back!”
“Stop it, it’s mine!”
She ran after me, but I tripped on a loose stone
and fell onto the rocks. Sharp pain shot up my leg,
and my palms tingled when they hit the ground.
The sketchbook slid on the icy floor toward the edge
of the cliff. The world froze. If the Lady fell over
the edge, into the water, it would all be over. But it
stopped a few inches from the side, and I jumped
up and raced toward it, Miss Marigold a few steps
ahead of me.
She stopped at the edge and leaned down to pick
it up. Pick it up or push it over. She seemed to catch
fire before my eyes, her skirts billowing about her
in reds and oranges, a blazing sun silhouetted on a
grey sky. In the back of my brain I thought, water.
I slammed into her thin body. Her weight dragged
her over the edge.
I didn’t hear her screaming. I didn’t hear her
bones crack on the rocks or her body hit the lake
below.
Instead, I picked up the sketchbook, and gazed at
the Beautiful Lady. She was nearly finished, but a
few curls at her shoulders were only outlined, not
filled in with charcoal. I didn’t trust myself to complete it. It was enough.
I kicked the charcoal over the edge and tossed
her yellow hat away like a frisbee. The rock ledge
was just as I had found it that first day in October.
Only this time, Miss Marigold had been traded for
her artwork.
“Where did you get that?” My parents asked later

that evening.
“Miss Marigold gave it to me.”
“Aren’t you getting a bit old for that imaginary
friend stuff, sweetie?”
“Don’t worry, Mom. I’m done with Miss Marigold, now.”
I hung the picture in my room, and the lady
watched over me at night. Outside, tree branches tapped on my bedroom window. The rest of the
world was quiet.
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F I C T I O N by Mark Towse

A SENSE OF
DREAD

T

om has been waking up the last few days with
a sense of dread. Always very anxious, but
recently experiencing severe bouts of panic,
Tom’s heartburn has been almost unbearable. Today is no exception—Tom feels that this impending
feeling of dread will manifest itself in some shape or
form, and it’s making him even more anxious than
ever.
He leaves the bed and pulls the covers back over
his wife, telling her he is going to make a drink. He
leans over, turns off the alarm clock and heads down
to the kitchen to grind some coffee beans. He grabs
the pestle and mortar from the cupboard, deciding
that he needs to alleviate some stress, and starts
grinding the coffee with an unnecessary ferocity.
Most of the coffee spills over onto the floor, so he
gives up, unable to cope with the prospect of picking it out from the already dirty tiles. He sighs, grabs
the teabags and shouts, “I’ve made a small mess, but
don’t worry! I’ll clean it up.”
The pots are piled high, so he rinses two dirty
cups and fills them with water once the kettle boils.
He begins to dip the bag into the first one, but it
bursts, so he empties both cups in the kitchen sink
and then bends down to spoon the powdered coffee
into the filter.
He starts to sob.
Eventually, he gathers himself, pours the coffee
and takes the cups with him through to the hallway
and up the dimly lit stairs, towards the bedroom. He
stops halfway up to look at the picture of him and
Judith on the wall, their wedding day, and a snapshot of history when everything was okay—before
the accident. He studied the photo as he had done
many times—her skin like porcelain and a smile
that just drew him in from the moment he saw her.
She had Chrysanthemums in her hair. On the day
itself, he thought they were daisies until Judith
had laughed and corrected him. His own face too
was one of genuine happiness; after all, he had just

landed the love of his life, and nothing could stop
him.
Christ, I love you, Judith.
As he reaches the top of the stairs, he tries to elbow away an annoying bluebottle fly that is buzzing around his head, causing him to spill some of
the coffee as he trips over the damned vacuum once
again. Tom rushes to the bathroom, puts the coffee
on the edge of the tub and grabs a towel from the
rack to wipe himself down. He sighs, leans over and
turns both taps, watching her as the water rushes in,
filling the tub. When it’s half full, Tom turns off the
water and heads into the bedroom to help his wife
out of bed. She’s heavier than usual, but Tom doesn’t
comment. He knows it will only get him in trouble.
Tom carries Judith into the bathroom and helps
lower her in the bath. He asks if the temperature
is okay, not bothering to wait for a response as he
lights some scented candles and pours in some bubble bath—the lavender one she likes. The colour
contrasts nicely against her pale skin.
His mobile phone begins to ring, and immediately his pulse quickens. He knows it’s his boss—
he didn’t go in last week and ignored the e-mails.
Questions were being asked, and it would only be a
matter of time before they found out. It had started
small, a little bit at a time from a couple of clients,
but a few bad bets and he started to get careless.
Once a gambler!
He lets it go to voicemail.
Tom checks his reflection in the bathroom mirror and even through the steam, he can make out
his sallow skin that frames the large dark circles
under his eyes. He has seen better days. His mostly grey hair is matted and unwashed, and he hasn’t
shaved for nearly a week. He contemplates showering, but the thought of the required effort distresses him, and so he splashes some water on his face
instead and swallows some toothpaste straight from
the tube. His wife recently told him that toothpaste
causes cancer. He had laughed at this, pinched his
nose and asked for a kiss. Tom enjoyed the times
they fooled around like that.
He walks through to their bedroom, lifts up his
dressing gown and, for the next few minutes, masturbates furiously—a habit he has picked up over
the last few days. Once he’s done, he goes back
downstairs with his coffee, being careful not to trip
11

12

over the vacuum. He puts some bread in the toaster and opens the fridge to find he has no margarine
left. In fact, there is nothing spreadable at all. He sits
and waits for the toast to pop up. Eventually, it does,
and even though he prepared himself for the pop,
it still startles him, and he estimates his heart rate
increases by at least ten beats per minute. He takes
the toast and places it on the cleanest plate he can
find from the dirty stack of pots, but when he reaches for his coffee, the toast slides from his plate onto
the kitchen floor.
He wants to cry again but refrains as he bends
over and collects it from the dirty floor and gives it
a quick shake. He takes a bite and chews solemnly,
washing it down with a swig of his coffee. He stops
to pull some hair from his teeth, no doubt gathered
from the floor and then pours the remainder of the
coffee down the sink.
Tom looks down at his overhanging belly and
suddenly feels the impulse to go for a run. He considers it very seriously for a few seconds before deciding it would be quite an upheaval, so he switches
on the television instead. He flicks through the various channels until he finds a nature documentary.
Settling into his chair, he begins to pick at his immature beard and pulls out a huge dark hair with the
follicle still attached. Tom chews off the follicle and
begins to think he is losing his mind.
On TV, the deer is running for its life, closely
followed by the jaguar that is hungry for its dinner.
Tom changes the channel quickly, suddenly contemplating how savage existence is. He convinces
himself that if reincarnation is real, he would no
doubt come back as a deer. Or worse, he’d come
back as himself.
In his melancholy state, he finds himself wandering back to the early years, before marriage and
back when he and his wife told each other everything. Judith said she once ate a worm when she was
nine, and that was pretty much the worst thing she
had done. He confessed to her about a few things
from his not so clean past, including his previous
gambling problem and how he had kicked it well
before they met. It was true, at least in the way you
can ever really kick an addiction.
Tom snaps out if it just in time to see the jaguar
bring the deer down.
He shouts upstairs, “I’m just going for a lie-down
love. Let me know if the water gets cold.”
No reply, but that’s standard when Judith bathes.

She hates to ruin the experience with chatter and
normally scolds him if he tries to talk to her before
she’s out the bath. He lies down on the couch—
eyes closed but his mind is wide open, and the bad
thoughts come. He pulls more hair out and realizes
there is zero chance he will be able to get any sleep,
so he gets off the couch, does one press up, and
walks back to the kitchen to put the kettle back on.
Someone knocks at the door.
Tom runs back into the living room and ducks
behind the couch, as though the knocker has x-ray
vision.
“Tom!”
His breathing increases rapidly, he is very conscious of it, and he is sure they will hear it.
“Tom! It’s Irene from the apartment next door.
Are you okay?”
She knocks again, and Tom tries to squeeze into
an even smaller shape. Irene shouts through the
door, “Tom, I’m coming back with a key. I haven’t
seen you or Judith for a few days. I’m worried.”
There is some relief that it’s only Irene, but he
doesn’t want the nosy old bag coming back. He curses Judith for giving her a key and estimates that it’s
been nearly a year since they went away and left it
with her. They still hadn’t got it back.
He straightens up and shouts from behind the
couch “Irene, it’s all good. I’m not decent though,
and Judith has gone to stay at her sister’s for a while.”
“Oh… okay. Did you take your garbage out by the
way?”
When he hears her footsteps moving away, he
gets up, moves back in the kitchen and makes two
teas with unwashed cups: one for his wife and one
for himself. He takes them up to the bathroom and
places them on the edge of the bath, next to the cup
he made earlier.
“Have some tea darling. You look cold—this will
warm you up,” he says.
He smiles at her before disrobing and stepping
into the water, “Room for one more?”
As Tom squeezes in on the opposite side of Judith, being careful not to disturb her, there is a loud
knock on the door—one with a sense of urgency.
“Tom, are you in there?” a male voice shouts.
He takes a gulp of tea and swills it around his
mouth.
He had considered calling it in as an accident
when it happened. That’s why he put a dead bulb in
the landing area and moved the vacuum to the top

of the stairs — tripping over it three times since. In a
way, it was an accident. He tried to convince himself
of that anyway.
“I think we are going to need more scented candles,” Tom says as he leans over and kisses his wife
on the forehead.
The thought of living without her, though, was
too much to bear. Not to mention the additional lies
and deceit that would be required.
She died for nothing.
Work are onto him now anyway—the emails
from his boss and the voicemails asking to see him
urgently. He feels like the deer from the nature documentary.
It was a dead cert!
There’s another loud knock at the door, “Tom!”
Tom stands up and reaches across to the cabinet
to retrieve the small brown packet and then sits back
down on the edge of the bathtub.
He didn’t mean for her to fall down the stairs—
he was only trying to stop her from calling the police. He had grabbed the arm of her nightgown,
and when she yanked it away, she lost her balance
and tumbled all the way down. She moaned for a
while—an awful wail that has stayed with him over
the last few days. He won’t miss that.
“Tom!”
He just wanted to unload, share the burden—
work through it before it got out of control. If they
came up with a plan, they could probably find a way
to put the money back before anyone noticed and
then he could get help again. Going to prison wasn’t
an option—he wasn’t cut out for that.
He should have known. Judith was always so
black and white.
She is now, he thought.
“I love you, Judith,” he says as he empties the
packet into his cup before taking a large gulp of tea.
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P O E T R Y by Greg Santos

UNDER MY BED
I keep my umbilical cord in a box.
Nobody knows of its existence but me.
Every night I take it out of its snug home,
recite prayers to it before sleeping.
I’m not sad but I cannot stop crying.
It sings me lullabies to soothe my colicky brain.
It twitches at the sound of my voice,
sometimes curves into a crimson smile.
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P O E T R Y by Ilona Martonfi

MOOSGRABEN
This is the classroom that doesn’t have
windows, doors, or time: movie days
all those who hear a knock on the door
it is the night moon. She comes in to turn down
the cot and place candy on your pillow.
And this moon is blue. Pigtailed nine year old.
You have a conversation with her
all those taking a walk by the Moosgraben creek
eery harbinger, Ilka
bare walls of your room. Gessoed canvases.
All those who look upon field and sky and
gnarled houses and refugee children,
long and narrow, not bigger than a dirt cellar,
sea of lime giving way to burnt flesh,
a cold water tap, wood stove,
red brick, bomb craters. A bunker
cotton curtains, oak table and chairs.
All those not losing the feeling of being underground
evenings lit by fireflies
six black-shawled nuns
cloister on Sudetenstraße
there are shelves up to the stucco ceiling
boxes and boxes festooned with
collage: photographs,
excised words, letters.
All those suns still high over chalk mountains,
the more times it is told. You disappear.
All those who talk about it
surrounded by scree, dogs barking,
the distance between present and past
by turns, you see the birch trees
purple lilacs and the plums. Sedges and grasses.
Shallow marshes.
Black and white films
whirring reels. In the silence
teacher touching you.
15
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F I C T I O N by Désiré Betty

I

AN
ANNUAL AFFAIR

n the small town of Hamnia, a healthy baby girl
named Melissa was born to proud parents, Mr.
and Mrs. Denver Campus. She would be their
only child. Their life together was anything but
ideal, yet Melissa managed to bring joy to a loveless
marriage.
Denver, a handsome and successful man in
his mid-thirties, had recently been promoted to
Vice-President of a new and progressive IT Company called Viral X. Despite his arrogance, he was
well-liked by his co-workers. His wife Taborra was
an unattractive, stay at home mom that was at least
thirty pounds overweight. As an adolescent, she
suffered from severe acne, which had left her with
facial scars that contributed to her low self-esteem.
She was a loving soul that lacked self-respect; allowing herself to be treated disrespectfully by others,
especially her husband. Denver used to find her
humbleness endearing, but over the years became
annoyed by her lack of intrigue for excitement and
new adventures. Taborra never had many friends
and when she resigned from her career as a construction manager to become a stay at home mother, her world became very small. Denver distanced
himself and lost all respect for his wife; seeking adventure outside of their marriage. Many often wondered why a man of his standing would marry such
a lack-luster woman, as he was clearly unhappy.
Two years later, on a beautiful sunny day in
July, the birds were chirping and the light breeze
was blissful. The Campus’ left with their beloved
daughter, to attend the annual Viral X company
picnic. They reached their destination just before
noon and made their way to where the employees
and their families were gathered. Denver was greeted by his pal and colleague, Steve Adams, a genuine
guy. Taborra had become accustomed to accompanying Denver to events, only to not be introduced
and abandoned the entire night. The first time this
happened, Taborra continued to stand by Denver,

introducing herself as his wife and trying to interact,
but quickly noticed that he would shut down any of
her conversation starters and solely talk business
to exclude her. Within minutes, others would join
the group conversation and Taborra would be left to
fend for herself.
She was often accused of being an overprotective mother that devoted all of her attention to her
daughter. She instinctively refused to leave her side
in fear that something bad would happen to her in
her absence. While other mothers sunbathed on
the beach and their husbands tended to their children, Taborra built sand castles with her daughter.
When Melissa tired of that activity, she made her
way towards the beach. Taborra followed behind,
cautiously introducing her to the water. She never
left Melissa out of her sight, not even to socialize
with other people. Unbeknownst to her, she was
nicknamed, ‘the weirdo’ by the other employees and
their spouses, simply because her priorities were
different. Her insecurities prevented her from confidently mingling with the other women, allowing
her shyness to often be mistaken for mental instability due to her excessive introversion.
An hour later, Melissa fell asleep in her mother’s
arms. Taborra laid her down to sleep in her playpen,
situated in the shade, away from the incessant chatter and loud music. She planned to take this time
to relax, but to her dismay, she realized that Denver
neglected to bring her straw bag with the book she
intended to read. She spotted her husband walking
along the beach with his secretary, andfrantically tried to get his attention, but to no avail; he was
clearly preoccupied.
This led Taborra to act completely out of character. She did something that still haunts her to this
day. A young woman she had noticed earlier was
walking her way, and Taborra assumed her to be an
employee of Viral X. Taborra politely intercepted
her, “Excuse me? I wouldn’t normally ask this of a
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total stranger, but I am getting rather restless now
that my daughter has settled down for a nap. I was
wondering if you would be willing to watch her
while I run over to my car to retrieve my book.” The
personable stranger did not hesitate to accommodate her request.
As Taborra thanked her and walked away, she
felt a chill run down her spine. Her gut told her to
go back, but she ignored it. She felt obligated to go
through with her initial request because she feared
the gossip that would ensue should she change her
mind.
***
The woman eyed Melissa in the crib and a surge
of hatred rushed through her. Never in her wildest
dreams had she suspected Denver, the man she had
spent countless evenings with while eating Chinese
food and drinking cheap wine, to have a wife, yet
alone a child.
She looked down at the infant with disgust, and
felt something come over her. Hatred resonated
through her and she quickly reached down, grabbed
the teddy bear, and smothered the child with it. It
was quick, and the child fell still without a sound.
The woman placed the teddy bear back the way she
had found it, smiling to herself as she took in the
child’s soft, sleeping face. Then, she slipped away
before allowing herself to feel an ounce of remorse.
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***
Taborra hurried, her heart beating faster as
she failed to shake the fear triggered in the pit of
her stomach. She kept thinking that her daughter was in danger, but had no concrete reasoning
behind her indescribable fear. She hoped that
she was simply overreacting. She made it to her
car, quickly retrieved her book and raced back, all
while allowing her mind to wander through the
possibility that her daughter would not be present
when she returned. With tears in her eyes, she ran
madly through the crowd. Denver spotted her in
the distance and he instinctively made a mad dash
after her.
As he got closer to his wife, he shouted, “Taborra, Taborra stop!” demanding her to come to a halt.
It did not stop her, in fact, she sped up. He had
never seen her run so fast.

Out of breath, she finally reached their daughter’s playpen, still asleep in the same position she
had left her. The young woman was nowhere to be
found.. At that moment, Taborra’s intuition led her
to believe that the kind stranger was more than just
a stranger. It was not out of character for Denver to
attract the admiration of a female employee. Nevertheless, it was rather irresponsible of her to leave
after gladly accepting to watch her child. Taborra
swore she would never leave her precious daughter
with a stranger ever again.
Denver’s cheeks turned pink from embarrassment and Taborra could tell he wanted to scream
at her, but was restraining himself so as not to draw
more unwanted attention. She had demonstrated such erratic behavior in front of his friends and
colleagues. She could not bring herself to tell him
the truth. Instead of explaining the situation, she
allowed him to believe she was crazy. All was well,
their daughter was fast asleep.
Denver sat down by the playpen, put his head in
his palms and let out a long, frustrated sigh. Taborra sat beside him and rubbed his back, but he instinctively moved away from her touch. She apologized for her behavior. She explained that she had
experienced a terrible premonition that had not
come true. He snapped and said, “You’re ridiculous.
What is wrong with you?”
Taborra just stared blankly at him as tears filled
her eyes. She got up and walked towards the playpen as her daughter always seemed to alleviate any
tension. She noticed that Melissa remained undisturbed despite all the commotion. She softly
touched her daughter’s face and it was then she noticed that Melissa was not breathing. “Oh my God!
Denver!” she screamed.
Denver looked at Taborra with such discontent
while shaking his head in disbelief as he retorted,
“Holy shit! What now?”
She picked up her daughter’s lifeless body in her
arms and screamed, “Something is wrong. She isn’t
breathing!”
Denver jumped up and took Melissa from her
arms. He cried, “My baby! What happened? What
did you do?”
He attempted CPR and told Taborra to call an
ambulance. As her hands shook uncontrollably,
she dialed as fast as she could. Minutes, felt like
hours, before an ambulance arrived. Melissa was
pronounced dead at the scene.

Denver screamed and fell to his knees. He could
not look Taborra in the eyes. He despised her with
every ounce of his being. The hatred he already felt
towards her was now tenfold. He wanted to hurt her,
his eyes wide and raging, but she was already dead
to him. Taborra did not mention the woman as she
was in too deep and feared speaking one more word
during this calamitous moment.
An autopsy was conducted and determined that
Melissa had been asphyxiated. Despite being the
doting mother she was, her unstable behavior witnessed at the party and previous work engagements
easily led her to be the only suspect. This was not the
first time that her love for her daughter proved to be
too intense. Denver often confided in his secretary
about how he worried about his wife’s unhealthy attachment to their daughter. She could easily testify
to solidify Denver’s position on the matter. There
was no further investigation, and without any support from her husband or witnesses, Taborra was
found guilty.
It was an unfortunate reality for Taborra, as Denver had long lost his admiration and respect for his
wife; desecrating her true love and care for their
daughter into a vile representation of her unfortunate demise. A judge sentenced her to life in prison, with no chance of parole. Melissa’s death had
sucked the remaining life out of Taborra. She did
not possess the energy to defend herself, and silently accepted her fate, as she knew that no one would
believe her. She held herself responsible. The mystery woman at the beach had disappeared into thin
air. Given all her self-doubt, she believed the accounts that maybe she was the crazy one and that
the woman was in fact a figment of her imagination.
Denver was at the lowest point of his life. He was
relieved to see his wife put away for the devastation
that she had caused, but incredibly broken by the
loss of his precious daughter. For Stella, his mistress,
her eerie fairytale had come true. She stood by her
lover throughout this difficult time; consoling him,
despite being the cause of his endless misery.
Denver would never know the truth about that
fateful day or his merciless mistress. Stella had won,
she had solidified her spot as his one and only.
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F I C T I O N by Michael Formato

UNBURDEN

“W

hat are you waiting for?”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve been over this.” I snapped my
fingers a couple of times. “Hello? You listening?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” The man
in front of me had his arms glued to his sides like
a dead old tree stump, and his hands were shaking
like all hell.
“It’s the only way you’ll ever get better. What are
you waiting for?” I couldn’t believe he was doing this
to me. Not again.
“I don’t even know who you are. Where am I?”
“Marcus.” I said his name the way a person would
speak to a misbehaving dog.
“Who are you?”
“A friend. I’m here to help you, remember? You
don’t remember me?” I walked over to him and forcibly raised his right hand up at a ninety-degree angle, the cold metal of the gun in his hand leaving its
residual sensation on my skin. The brightness of the
room was beginning to annoy me, but not as much
as my client was right now. Perhaps I should have
selected a different setting.
“It’s easy.” I smiled and turned away from him
then. I stepped a couple of paces back to where I
stood earlier. “We’ve been through this.”
“Why are you doing this to me?” he yelled.
“You’re losing yourself again.” I remarked, facing
him again. “You’re the one that requested these sessions, right? You’re the one who said you were ready.
I’m just the one you enlisted to help.”
He screamed again, covering his face and sobbing. “Wh- hu- why do you keep doing that? Your
face!”
I sighed. I kept switching through faces in his
memory—enemies, rivals, people he wouldn’t think
twice about shooting in the face within the confines
of a controlled setting. It usually helps, but this
wasn’t a usual case.
“I don’t know what to do!” He fell to his knees, the
gun falling out of his hands and clacking across the

blank white floor.
I couldn’t help but sigh. I walked towards him
again. “I’m telling you! All your fears and anxieties
will be gone! You just gotta take that leap! That’s
what I’m here to do: to make you take that leap. It’s
what you wanted, more than anything in this world.”
I crouched beside him, reaching for his shoulder
as my skin changed from white to black. “When I
asked you what you wanted most in this world, what
did you tell me?”
He started sobbing again, not paying attention.
I shook my head. “You’ve made so much progress. We are at the divide now, the one we have both
worked so hard to get you to. There is nothing more
I can do. Nothing other than encourage you to take
that leap.”
He peered up at me again and let out another cry.
Maybe the face changes weren’t the best idea. I
picked up the gun again and nestled it into his grip.
His hands were wet. I urged him to his feet, and once
he was there, I dropped to my knees. I looked up at
him, hands and fingers crossed as if in prayer. “Don’t
throw it all away now,” I said. “It’s your last chance.
Take the shot.”
He shook his head.
“Would a change of scenery help?”
The blank room turned into a vast grassy plain,
rolling hills. New Zealand. The first thing that came
to mind.
“That doesn’t help me! No amount of face-changing or room-changing is going to help. It doesn’t
work that way. You’re asking me to kill a part of myself!”
“A diseased, corrupted parasite that happens to
reside within the boundaries of your existence. Sapping away at your delicate life, your happiness. I am
the personification of this parasite, this tumor, that
needs to be cut out. I am that tumor! And you are
holding the scalpel. This is what it’s all about!”
I saw him calm down a bit. He wiped away a few
tears, and I decided to change faces one final time.
He didn’t flinch, thankfully.
“You asked for this. We’ve worked for this. I’ve
counselled you, trained you, and now you’re here,
on the cusp of it all. I’m right here. Please. Take the
shot.”
The wind felt so real on my face as it must have
felt for him. The new-found warmth in the air filled
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me with its wonderful scent, as I hoped it did him.
“Marcus. Time is running out.”
It really was, and I could mentally see my paycheck getting picked up by the breeze behind him
and fly out of eyeshot. I was glad he didn’t see that.
My own blips of thought making their way into the
projection I had created for him.
He took a moment, then slowly raised his arm at
an angle, pointing it at my forehead. Finally.
“That’s it. Take the shot. You got this. One more
step, and it’ll be done. You’ll be free!”
His hands were shaking now, branches in the
wind.
“Take the shot, Marcus.”
“I can’t.”
“Do not give up on this now. Take the shot.”
“I can’t!”
I yanked his arm and pressed the barrel against
my temple. “Take the shot.”
“I–”
“Take the shot.”
“Please!”
“Shoot me!”
“I don’t know if I can!!”
“You’ve told me yourself: you hate me with all of
your heart! You would do anything to get rid of me.
I ruined your life! I did! And now you can end it all!
The gun is in your hand. Shoot!”
“I–”
“Do it.”
Darkness. The gun went off, and the sound almost made my ears pop, which was scary, even for
me. I quickly deactivated the layer of mental projections and waited for him to get to his senses. He had
collapsed onto the floor in a slobbering heap. When
he would open his eyes again, the room before him
would become familiar. The house he stood in, the
room he resided in... it had to be perfect.
This had to be her room. This had to be the year
2047, sixty years ago.
When he stopped crying, I hooked my arm under
his arm and tried to lift him up. “You did it Marcus.”
“I...what?”
“Get up!” I grinned at him, and urged him to look
down at what he had done. “Look! You did it!”
Flustered, he looked down at the small bed before him. A child lay within it, a bullet through the
side of her head, blood spewing from her open
skull, pieces of her brain adorning the pillows. He
fell backwards, recoiling as far as he could, his back

hitting the wall behind him. “Oh my god, what have
I done? What have I done?”
“All that hard work, all this time, and you actually
did it. I’m so proud of you.” I sat down next to him.
My smile was beginning to hurt my jaw. “This was
what you wanted, remember? Clear your mind, and
remember.” I projected my own face this time, my
true face, and suddenly his own began to turn. He
remembered it.
“Wha–”
“It’s me Marcus! Look! Stand up and look at what
all those sessions and all that training has done for
you! Don’t be scared!”
He got to his feet, and looked at the corpse, like a
small child analyzing a lizard.
“You took the shot, buddy!”
“I did it.”
“It’s what you wanted.” I stole a glance at my
watch. Right on time, too. “You wanted this, and you
went out and did it, my friend! A success.” Thank
fucking Christ.
“Yeah!” He was beaming now. Fully remembering the task he had laid out for us both, and realizing that we had succeeded. He turned swiftly to the
girl’s nightstand and brushed all the toys and pill
bottles and machines off the top and watched them
fall onto the floor.
“How are you feeling?” I asked him.
“Relieved.”
“Like a weight has been lifted?” I rested a hand
on his shoulder. “You won’t be needing those machines anymore, or the pills to keep her alive, right?
No more expenses or bills. The minivan you hate.
The physiotherapy, that wheelchair you needed to
push around. All that money you threw away. It’s
over now. You have what you wanted. Calm. Peace.”
He ran from the room and tossed the wheelchair
—the one he had once bought for her comfort—
down the flight of stairs outside her room, past the
electric lift he had once installed along its length for
her. He was on top of the world. The happiest I’ve
ever seen a person. I suddenly felt a vibration on my
wrist, the kick, and with a final look of what pure
ecstasy felt like—perhaps something I’d never feel
—I removed my physical projection from the environment.
I watched like a ghost, as Marcus returned to the
little girl’s room, completely forgetting my existence
altogether. He picked up the corpse like a doll, and
began dancing with it, laughing as only the happiest

man in the whole world could, blood pouring from
the open wound, the child’s body flailing limply as
he shuffled across the room. I stared at my watch
again. I let him enjoy one last moment of ecstasy, the
last he’d ever feel, before I cut the simulation.
I quickly removed the diodes from my temples
and the Halo Mechanism from my head, setting it
on the table beside me as I put the real world back
into focus once again. I was greeted by a myriad of
medical machines blaring, all to their own tunes. A
solid flat line across the heart rate monitor. I found
my tablet and peered a my watch once more.
Time of death: ten minutes to 5:00pm.
I leaned over and snapped the heart rate monitor off, along with the life support machine, before standing and removing his own Halo from its
mounting points, and the diodes that sent the projections from my brain directly into his, hijacking
his dream and implanting my own. I nodded, and
one of the nurses who oversaw the operation began
removing the tubes from his nose and the IV from
his arm, and prepared the body to be removed. I
looked to my tablet again, filling in the rest of the
post-mortem information necessary to satisfy the
mediators, who by law had the final say over the success of the operation.
Time within: ten and a half minutes.
The time on the outside world was minimal. It always feels longer on the inside, where hours within
accounted for minutes in the real world.
Target: reached with success. Transmission sent to
base.
With everything off him, I looked down at the elderly corpse of Marcus Ball, ninety-eight years old,
and dead of multiple organ failure. Even in death,
the cutting out and the replacing of his memories
had done its job. He died smiling, believing that
what he had done within his own mind had happened in reality. The faintest of grins etched across
his dead lips.
Notes: died happy.
Without another thought, I shut off my tablet and
left the hospital room, closing the door behind me.
“Doctor!”
I froze. My pulse sped up. I turned around, and a
woman with tears already streaming down her face
approached me. I had hoped to avoid this confrontation.
“They called me, they... they said he was dying,
and I came as fast as I could. I—” She burst into

tears.
I lowered my head. “I am sincerely sorry for your
loss. I want you to know that the staff and I took every measure at our disposal to make sure he died
peacefully.”
She nodded, regaining some resolve. “He was
the only one I had.” She chuckled, trying to see the
bright side of it all, and wiped her eyes. “When I was
young, he was the only one who took care of me.
After my mom passed away, I mean. I loved him so
much.”
I nodded. “He was a great man. He was so proud
of you.”
She turned her electric wheelchair towards the
door. “Can I see him?”
“Of course, Ms. Ball.”
She didn’t move from her spot, peering at her father though the glass slit in the door. “What were his
final moment like?”
“We made the preparations to make him comfortable. I’m afraid he was asleep in his—”
“No. I mean his final moments.” She wheeled
back towards me, the small electric motor humming
softly in the silent corridor. “I know he had the procedure done.” She smiled. “You gave him once final
experience. You fabricated a memory, a moment he
believed he lived. His final moment. I know he did.”
“I see. I apologize, Ms. Ball. He requested to keep
the procedure private. He didn’t want to alarm you.
The operations can be quite intense.”
“I understand. You reconstructed a memory,
right?”
“That’s correct.”
“Was it about me?” she asked. “I always remember him telling me that he would see me walking
and sprinting and jumping in his dreams, and that it
would make him so happy. Was that it? Was that the
memory you constructed for him in his final moments? Me getting up from my chair and running
into his arms one last time?”
My lips parted, but no words came out.
“You don’t need to tell me.” She nodded and
reached for the door handle. “I loved him so much,
but deep down, I knew he always loved me even
more.” She pushed through the door. “Thank you,
doctor. I appreciate everything you’ve done for him.”
She disappeared behind the partition, the door closing behind her.
I stood there motionless, and after a few moments
I walked towards the door and laid my fingers on the
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handle, peering through the glass. I stopped myself.
Ms. Ball was holding the hand of her deceased father, a fresh fountain of tears streaming down her
face.
I stood at a crossroads. Ms. Ball believed that her
father loved her. Was she blind to how he truly felt?
A burning hatred, masked by a façade of unwavering love and support. Would knowing the truth even
change the way she thought about him? Would it
change anything? Would it change everything? I felt
my hand slip off the lever.
It was in that moment, through the small slit of
glass in the hospital door, that I witnessed what love
truly is. An illusion. To the eyes of the beholder, and
threshed within the lies we tell ourselves on a daily
basis. It is the cage that imprisons us all. A cage to
which we hold a key that we have swallowed long
ago.
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P O E T R Y by Robyn Martelly

HALLOWEEN RHYME:
FRIGHT NIGHT!
Trick or Treaters should beware,
Can you feel it in the air?
Scary costumes, monster masks,
ghost stories and black cats.
Knocking on doors for Halloween treats,
You may get more than what you reap.
Witches casting spells in the moonlight,
Graveyards moan, the dead come to life.
Zombies roam the crowded streets,
Searching for little brains to eat.
Vampires thirst for juicy blood,
Tracking your footprints in the mud.
A full moon in the sky,
Can you hear the screaming cries?
Pumpkin eyes light up bright,
Howling werewolf ’s tear through the night.
Little kids should be scared,
Goblins and Ghouls smell your fear.
Fright is in the air.
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F I C T I O N by Matthew Murphy

NIGHT
SHADES

W

(from Fugitive Dreams)

hen his eyes opened he found himself
curled into a crescent against the corrugated metal of the culvert, wedged into
the exact position he was in when he fell asleep.
It was still dark, the wee hours of the night when
desires ran loose and dreams filled the world with
their allusive illusions, their mirage worlds built of
hopes and fears and insecurities, their shifting vistas ever-changing, the space behind them infinite.
For a moment all was still and quiet save for a
puff of breeze exhaling through the pipe that lifted a
strand of his hair and tickled his scalp, sending a not
unpleasant shiver down his back. He took stock of
himself and his surroundings—he was Tommy Roenick, it came to mind, and he was a fugitive from a
federal penitentiary, had been so for over a day now
as a matter of fact, and he was now cowering in a
wet culvert under a country road somewhere up in
the northern reaches of the province. His father he
had never met, his mother and brother were dead,
and he was all alone in the world, more so now than
ever. And he hadn’t eaten in a day and a half.
He looked drowsily to his left, at the open mouth
of the culvert, at the small creek of runoff rivulets
now silver in the moonlight, and thought of how
pretty it looked in the hint of light that sifted spectral from the sky. As he did so, hoping to once again
close his eyes and catch another hour or two of sleep,
he felt on his other side a sudden feeling of arctic
coldness, encroaching and drawing what warmth
there was away from him. He turned, and when he
saw what was there he froze with fear.
He was not alone.
A couple metres away hunched a shadowy presence, as if coalesced out of the very darkness, drawing shade as well as heat. He was unable to even
gasp, the sound locked in his throat. He felt paralyzed, much like he did back in his solitary cell
when a shadowy presence hung over him and held
him frozen as he lay in his bed. Perhaps this same

presence that was crouching in wait in these close
confines with him, a blackness, a coldness, an insidious absence.
A high-pitched, whimpery sigh escaped his
mouth as though he were deflating, and the sound
jarred him out of his frozen trance. He shimmied
backward toward the mouth of the culvert, only to
see the shadow elongate itself toward him, its spindly arms reaching and stretching, elastic, approaching, encroaching like a darker shade of night unlit
by any moon. Again, he backed up a foot toward
the mouth of the tunnel and then stopped, realizing that this person, this spirit, this entity, this whatever it was, could reach for him anyway even if he
tried to bolt. He looked into the dark blankness of
the face cut from the cloth of midnight, tried to see
into the blackness for any sign of features, and saw
only an indistinct wavering born from the strain of
his squinting.
“Who are you?” barked Tommy in a ragged,
frightened voice, much like he did in his solitary
cell when he felt the presence stalking behind him.
“What are you? What do you want from me?”
He heard a low, basso-profundo moaning, a bestial growl coming through the ether like a faraway
radio transmission. From here, from there, from everywhere. Or from some other plane entirely.
He gasped, frozen to the spot with fear.
Once again he felt icy fingers seize his heart. He
felt cold and fragile in the clutch of this being; he felt
invaded and infiltrated and unable to do anything
but sit rigid in fear while an invisible force held his
heart like a ripe tomato and threatened to squeeze it
till it burst inside his chest and his life dissolved into
the blackness of the night.
He felt the vise upon his heart tighten, and spots
formed in front of his eyes. He gasped in pain and
then backed out of the culvert, falling into the muddy puddles of standing runoff below. As he picked
himself up off the ground he felt the pressure round

27

28

his heart slacken, the invisible fingers like cold metal cuffs around his heart unclasping. With the sudden infusion of air into his lungs, he inhaled in relief and took off through a break between the trees,
running through the bushes as fast as he could, the
twigs snapping against his face, his lungs tugging
for air. He tripped over a root and fell headlong onto
the rocky path, scraping his hands in the dirt as he
put them out ahead of himself to break his fall. No
time to lick his wounds. He got back up on strained
and rubbery legs and continued running.
Behind, he could hear footfalls on the trail, the
rustled parting of foliage, the snap of twigs underfoot. Adrenaline propelled him forward, and he responded to this chemical call with great clarity, legs
pumping, feet deftly avoiding the catch of roots, the
gnashing stub of rocks. A fork in the trail: which
way? Each option trailed off into a night-black hole
in the hairy brush. He opted for left and kept running, running and sweating. How long could he
keep this up? His legs burned with every stride, the
furious pumping of his thighs reaching the limits of
muscular exertion.
He stopped a moment to catch his breath and rest
his legs. Enfolded in the gnarled, bristling trunks
and arms of the forest, and in the cloak of night, he
felt as though trapped in a childhood nightmare.
He wondered a moment, am I really being chased?
Now that he had stopped a moment, the cuts in his
back and hand began stinging, singing with pain.
He needed a doctor and he knew it. He looked down
at his hand, cut badly on the prison sewer-grate, at
the dried blood that soaked into the dressing, the
blood tracing the jagged fissure of bad luck running
through his palm.
A crunch, a crash, the forest transmuting the
sound of footfalls to the sound of its own rustled foliage, its own disturbed stones and roots and fallen
twigs. An icy presence looming behind him.
A cold breath on his neck.
He continued running. He wished, oh he wished
he knew where he was going. He had started out
north when riding in the truck. At least he thought
so. Now where? What would he run into? And what
would happen if he stopped?
The sound of running water, a burbling stream
in the bristling nightwood blackness. A few steps
ahead through a tangle of twigs and leaves and he
could see the flashing water of the stream carrying
a quicksilver skim of moonlight on its downward

course. He bent down and cupped his hands and
slurped several deep handfuls of the cold water, his
cut hand stinging, and looked behind him to see if
there was some other way he could go to avoid getting drenched.
He saw a slight opening in the tangled weaving
of the foliage, and as he parted the branches to further explore he felt invisible talons slice down his
left forearm. He gasped in pain and looked down at
a row of four deep furrows scratched into his skin,
his blood blooming black in the night. He looked all
about him, straining his eyes in the darkness, but
could see no one or nothing.
Frightened, he jumped into the running water,
slipping and sliding among the boulders and tumble of mossy logs and branches. The cold seized
his breath. He gained a footing by holding onto the
branch of a fallen tree, it reaching up as though
for help in its dying fall. He helped himself along,
using his grip for leverage, and then slipped down
into deeper water, up to his waist, sliding amongst
the slimy boulders and sunken branches. His groin
froze; his penis protested and withdrew from the
temperature, and the flow of water was nearly overwhelming. He feared he was going to be carried
away downstream to God knows what fate. He struggled to regain his footing, and paddled himself with
struggling, wheeling arms against the current, and
he lunged forward and managed to grab a fistful of
twigs and leaves dangling from a bent-backed birch
leaning over the river from the other side as though
to lend a hand. He pulled himself up, straining, with
the handful of birch foliage, and he managed his
way across, and he disappeared through an opening
in the tangled bush and was again enfolded in the
spiny embrace of the forest.
***
Overhead, the flapping of a crow in the gnarled
woven canopy. He was cold, shivering at the base
of a cedar, obscured in the foliage. His pants were
soaked, and the temperature was dropping, autumn in the air and cooling it fast these darkest
hours of the early morning. No sign of his mysterious pursuer anymore, no telltale crunch and rustle
through the underbrush, no ominous vibrations of
impending approach. It smelled of woodchip earthen dampness, of bitter bark and rotting leaves. The
pain in his hand and arm and back had numbed

awhile from his dash through the stream, but his
nerves were now awakening, and an itchy throbbing
now defined the edges of the deep lacerations he had
incurred. For all he knew he could now get tetanus,
lockjaw, whatever the hell they called it. Where the
hell am I, he wondered, and where the hell do I go next?
There was no room for carelessness. The story had surely broken by now. The sky would be
abuzz with helicopters in the morning, and the
police would be scouring the countryside from
high above with binoculars, all the way down
through the snouts of sniffing dogs. They had
probably been doing so already, were perhaps already near. Every main road was probably blocked
at some point; police from every force would be
mobilized; even military reservists could be in
on the search. Most breakouts did not end well.
He shivered and he shook and he ran his fingers
through his hair, and he squatted, too tense to actually sit, too primed to relax. God, how he craved
a cigarette now, something to calm the nerves.
He felt frightened in the forest, directionless. He
looked about and all he could see traced in the
blackness was the tangle of the thick impenetrable bush, the bristling forest that grew seemingly
from the stones themselves through a thin medium of acidic soil ground under the press of glaciers
long retreated to their alpine and arctic redoubts.
He looked about in the oppressive darkness and
guessed it was about three o’clock in the morning. It was late whatever the exact time, and he
was adrenalized and starving. He felt as though
he could not carry on much longer without some
sort of a meal and some rest. But the pressure was
on to keep moving. Oh Christ, hope I can find
some shelter and some food, he thought, I gotta move, I gotta move, and it’s getting cold and I
can’t sleep in the open in the bush with the cold
and the animals and all the heat that’s surely coming my way. And whatever it is that’s on my tail.
He stood up, embowered in the thick brush about
him, and continued his way through the forest, on a
winding root- and boulder-strewn path, feeling his
stumbly, uncertain way in the dark, pushing twigs
out of the way, brushing against leaves. He heard only
his own footsteps, his own heartbeat, the rustle of the
foliage and the crunch of stones he stepped upon,
with nary a thought as his mind had contracted like
his stomach from hunger and nerves and fatigue.
At last, the woods gave out into a stony field,

and he walked out watched only by the ancient
eyes of stars staring out from the prehistoric past,
some long since burned out, their spectres glowing faintly in the night. A cool breeze brushed
through the long grasses of the field and through
his hair, and it ruffled his sodden clothes. He shivered and kept on his way. An owl hooted. He stood
to take stock of where he was, what he should do.
“Okay,” he said aloud, squatting in the field over
a pitted table stone in which were embedded the
fossilized denizens of an ageless sea, a Braille record of earthen memory, trilobites and shellfish and
nameless ancient plants turned to stone in the gorgon stare of half a billion years. His breath smoked
in the darkness. “Okay, I think I’ve lost it. I’m fuckin’
crazy. That thing—that thing—fuckin’ chased me all
this way.”
He ran his hands through his hair on the sides of
his head over and over again for sake of nerves, and
continued speaking in the solitude of night. “Then
it scratches me. I don’t fuckin’ get it, what’s goin’ on,
I don’t understand a goddamn thing. And I’m all—
I’m all cut up and bleeding everywhere and I need a
fuckin’ doctor.” He stood up and kicked at the earth
in impotent rage, dislodging a stone from the grass
and the shallow soil.
“And I, I gotta be, I gotta be all over the news by
now.” He paced back and forth, a few steps this way,
a few steps that, his hands on the side of his face. “I
need a fucking smoke, I’d kill for a smoke right now,
I’d absolutely kill for a cigarette right now.”
A glance up at the stars in their midnight millions
fixed in their burning points into the depthless cold
of eternal night, fixed and impassive on his plight.
What you need, he thought, weaving his self questioning back under the surface, back into thought,
“Is to get your hands on a car,” his thoughts threading out through speech once again. And get your
hands on a gun and hit a bank or a store—there’s no
way around it—and take the cash. And get to a safe
house of some kind so you can make further plans
to disappear. Only then can you breathe easy. Only
then.
“But now,” he continued aloud, choosing his
words with care as he tried to still the mounting and
inarticulate panic within him. “Rest. Get some sleep.
You have no idea where you’re going or what is even
happening right now.”
To this end he walked to the edge of the clearing and sat at the base of a tall cedar. He huddled
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himself against the cold and he shivered, and he lay
his head against the rough bark of the tree, and he
clutched the throbbing furrows of his arm with this
hand, and he sat, teeth chattering in the coolness of
the night, and awaited the arrival of sleep. He dissolved into drowsiness, eyes looking absently out
at the darker shades of the trees against the lighter
darkness of the night, and as he looked out he saw
something in the corner of his gaze.
A pair of yellow eyes were fixed on him in the
distance, shining faintly though staring with cold
intent. Small pinpricks, hard to make out, but
very much there, their indistinct pupils trained
on him. A shiver of fear prickled through him.
“Go away,” he mumbled hoarsely, meeting the gaze of the eyes upon him in the night.
“Fuck off! Leave me alone, whoever you are!”
But the eyes just stared at him as he muttered another curse and slowly closed his eyes and clutched
the furrows in his arm now scabbing over. His own
consciousness scabbed over for a while to undo
the damage of the last couple days and make him
forget the growing, gnawing hunger in his contracting, boiling gut. From time to time he emerged
from his shallow, uncomfortable sleep and looked
out and saw, or thought he saw, those beady yellow
eyes still trained upon him in the blurry darkness.
And when he closed his eyes again he would
plunge into staticky electric dreams of shapes and
shadows and the breath of his uncle stinking of booze
as he wound up to whip him with his belt and the
drawn mask of his mother’s face in the prison visiting room and her croaking voice, “Sleep tight in here,
Tommy, don’t let the bed bugs bite.” And the whirling sirens of the police upon him escape after escape
and … and the twisted, broken shape of Lynne Hurst
lying on the pavement as he looked down in horror
at what he had done. She suddenly pulled herself up
onto her elbows, her movements jerky, unnatural,
animated as though her body were a puppet poorly worn by another spirit. Her head turned toward
him, the eyes white, a grimace on her dead white
face as she looked at him, into him, through him—
And still those eyes when he opened
his, burning fires of midnight light, beacons to Bedlam’s shore, he drifting ever closer.
“Sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite,”
that haggish croak as his mother hovered over
him, her bony fingers clamped upon his throat.
She flashed decaying, sharpened teeth as she

grimaced, her hands upon his neck squeezing, squeezing, pools of black tar bleeding into
his vision, signifying his own extinction—
“Jesus Christ,” he murmured, opening his
eyes again, a light breeze blowing through his
hair, the eyes upon him still, “I just want to
sleep without any goddamn dreams, please
God just let me sleep just let me sleep—”
This cycle carried on through the eternity
of the wee hours until at last the sky lightened,
and the dreams went the way of the darkness.

P O E T R Y by Simon Bud Wake

AN OCTOBER’S
WINTER DREAM
Alan Alda is starring in MASH in my dream
in a Halloween special based on It’s A Wonderful Life
except being MASH, and being a Halloween special
and being a dream of mine
it’s much darker than anything with Jimmy Stewart.
Alda, as Hawkeye, loved being someone else on Halloween night,
and deep into his home distillery
he has his own fever dream:
his life transforming into mine
jumping from his darker scenes
(a night alone at a Korean bar, a failed
hand surgery, snippets of sick laughter)
to the happier scenes from mine
(my dogs running on the hills next to Hudson Bay,
my students posing for each other’s photographs
as they merrily forget their assignments)
part of me wants to scream at the screen
“It’s not like this! My life has its failures
and oh God does it have some lonely nights”
but I just let him have his dream,
he’ll figure it out in time.
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F I C T I O N by Pat Nadeau

T

GOODNIGHT
TOMMY

ommy stopped believing in monsters after
his mother died.
It wasn’t long after his mother’s chemo treatment that he started to forget what her face looked
like. He could no longer see her bright, radiant smile.
The glow of her beautiful brown eyes. Her calm reassuring voice silent. His father tried to explain it to
him as best he could. How mommy was really sick
and was going to need a lot of special medicine to
make her feel better. He told him that he needed to
be a big boy. His father couldn’t tell his little boy the
truth outright, that his mother was dying and there
wasn’t that much time left.
Tommy tried really hard to be the big boy his parents asked him to be, but his mother’s degeneration
was too much for him to handle. His mother did not
respond to the treatment as well as they had hoped.
After a couple of months Tommy could no longer
recognize the woman in his mother’s bed. What lay
there instead was a grotesque version of her former
self: her skin was pale and yellow, her eyes were sunk
in, and were struggling to stay open. Even her hair
was falling out, with only little strands remaining.
Tommy had a hard time understanding the
whole thing. What used to be his mother was now
turning into what he could only imagine a person
looked like before turning into a skeleton, like the
decorations he saw last Halloween when his parents
took him around the neighbourhood trick-or-treating. He remembered how scary they looked. His
mother looked like she was disappearing, fading
away into nothing. He didn’t know it, but his mother
was always aware of the horror in her son’s face, the
shock in his eyes, when he came to see her. And this
look of fright and confusion, which she held herself
responsible for, only made her condition worse. It
broke her heart to leave her son like this.
He wasn’t with her the night she died. His father
had taken him into his mother’s room to say goodnight, like they always did. Tommy was usually

too afraid to go in alone. His father held his hand as
he walked up to his mother’s bedside. She was barely awake when Tommy said goodnight. She rolled
her head over to her side to see him standing there,
with that same look of fear in his face. But she somehow managed to smile, and for a second her eyes
had that old glow. Tommy saw this look in her face
and for a moment he wasn’t afraid anymore. She lifted her hand, and touched his face. She summoned
up all her strength and said: “I love you very much
Tommy. Remember to always be brave.”
She didn’t know it then, but that would be the
last thing she would ever say to him. Tommy’s father took him back to his room and tucked him into
bed. His father stood in the doorway for a moment.
He wanted to tell Tommy that everything would be
okay, but he knew it wouldn’t be.
“Good night Tommy.” That was all he could say
before gently shutting the door to his son’s room.
Later that night, Tommy woke up due to a sound
that he had never heard before. It wasn’t until he
walked out into the hallway that he understood
where it was coming from. It was dark, but Tommy could see a ray of light shining out from under
the door of his mother’s bedroom. He used that as
a guiding light to make his way across to the hall,
but it wasn’t bright enough to illuminate the rest of
the hallway. Framed family portraits looked transformed in the darkness. Their faces in the frames
appeared misshapen and distorted. The sound that
woke Tommy up was muffled, but it was persistent.
And as he approached the door, the noise grew
louder. Tommy slowly walked on the tips of his toes,
and eventually reached the room.
The moment he opened the door would be
burned into his memory for the rest of his life.
The weight of it all was almost too much. Tommy
couldn’t move or make a sound. He just stood in the
middle of the doorway. He saw his father holding
his mother’s hand with his head buried in a pillow
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attempting to muffle the sound of his crying. His
mother’s head was rolled over on its side, facing the
doorway, looking directly at Tommy. She seemed to
stare right through him, and her mouth was wide
open. His father lifted his head up to wipe his face,
and he noticed Tommy standing in the doorway. He
sprung up from the bed, and picked his son up into
his arms, holding him tight as he closed the door behind them. He was still crying as he carried Tommy
off and back to his room That was the last time Tommy saw his mother.
By the time the funeral proceedings had finished,
and the distant relatives has parted ways, Tommy
was almost seven years old. He didn’t talk very much
before the funeral, and not at all after the burial. His
father was taking care of him as best he could, but
without a mother, a child is bound to lash out. This
is exactly what his father thought his son was doing
when he started experiencing what he could only
identify as night terrors. He would wake up in the
middle of the night to the sound of Tommy screaming. At first his father let this behaviour slide, believing that it was due to the serious trauma Tommy had
from losing his mother at a young age. But when he
confronted Tommy about this, Tommy was reluctant to tell him what was wrong.
Over a quiet dinner one night, he told his son: “I
hope you know everything’s going to be okay. You
don’t have to be afraid to talk about it.”
Tommy stared down at his plate. His father made
him look him in the eyes and asked: “what scares
you so much? I can’t keep waking up to you screaming late at night.”
“I keep hearing scary noises at night. It feels like
something is in the bedroom with me.”
His father was understanding, but he remained
skeptical. He figured this was all in his son’s head.
He assured Tommy that there was nothing to be
afraid of, and that there were no monsters in his
room. That nothing was going to happen, and that
he was perfectly safe in his own room at night. He
was wrong.
Tommy’s father tucked Tommy into bed every
night. He told Tommy he loved him, kissed him on
the head, and then closed the door. One night the
moon was big and bright in the sky, and it shone
right through Tommy’s bedroom window. His goodnight ritual required that the blinds were always
pulled up so the outside light could come in, like
a night light. It wasn’t much, but it allowed him to

make out most of the shapes and shadows in his
room. He did his best to clear his mind, and let himself fall asleep. And he was almost there too, until he heard the same strange noise that had been
scaring him awake. He tossed and turned until his
eyes snapped open. He laid in his bed, motionless.
He wasn’t able to identify what it was, but he knew
where it was coming from. It always came from under the bed.
The strange noise sounded like something was
scratching the floorboards, like something was
trying to crawl out from underneath him. Tommy
threw the covers over his head and shut his eyes. He
wanted to jump out of bed and run straight to his
father’s room. He was on the verge of doing just that,
when he remembered what he had told his father.
That he would be a big boy, and not be afraid of the
dark. He repeated over and over again that it was
just his mind playing tricks, and he began to calm
down. He took comfort in his father’s words, and the
noise soon disappeared. Hidden under the covers,
Tommy opened his eyes.
He could only hear his own breathing. But then
the scratching got louder. Tommy was afraid that
whatever was making the sound was beginning to
come out from under his bed. He kept thinking of
what his father told him, and he lifted his head out
from under the blankets, determined to be the big
boy he promised he would be. He peered over the
edge of the bed, and crawling on the floor was a human skeleton that had long stretches of rotting skin
with dry bones poking through the sores. Tommy
couldn’t move. He wet himself, and the stream of
urine running down his leg was the only thing that
kept him warm. He was completely frozen with fear.
It looked like someone with broken bones was crawling on his bedroom floor, and through the darkness,
Tommy could make out its head by the long strands
of hair all curled up around its scalp.
He couldn’t make out a face.
The skeletal figure came to a complete stop in the
middle of the room, where it lay in a pool of moonlight from the window. Tommy watched as the head
twisted all the way around, revealing its rotting face,
staring straight at him as its body still faced forward.
He recognized the face.
Despite the rotted skin, the missing teeth, and
the sunken eyes, he knew who it was: his mother.
She was wearing the same empty expression that
she had on the night she had died. Her head was

completely turned all the way around now. Her
body was still lying on the floor, facing the opposite
direction. Tommy’s eyes were locked on his mother’s
grotesque face. Her mouth was wide open and all
Tommy could hear was the sound of her drool dripping onto the floor.
His room was filled with a disgusting stench that
had convinced him that what he was seeing was real.
He sat in his bed, his blanket covering half of his
face. He was unable to look away completely from
the sight of his disjointed rotting mother on the
floor. Suddenly, the blinds dropped and the moonlight was gone. Darkness filled the room. Tommy
sat in his bed motionless. His eyes hadn’t adjusted to
the darkness that had taken over his room yet, so he
couldn’t see the broken body on the floor. Again, his
room was filled by an eerie silence. For a moment,
he was almost able to convince himself that it was
all in his head, that it was a dream.
But then he heard an awful sound that repeated itself over and over again - it sounded like bones
cracking and snapping. Terrified, Tommy threw
himself back under the covers. The cracking and
snapping grew louder. Then, he heard footsteps. It
was standing now, and it was walking towards him.
Getting closer and closer. He could still hear drool
hitting the floor. He trembled under his blankets;
there was no way he could look into that face again.
Tears ran down his face. He felt the blanket pull
away from him. He held onto it as best he could, but
he had no strength to fight back. He put his hands
over his eyes, and let out a blood curdling scream.
His father barged through the bedroom door,
and wrapped his arms around Tommy. After a few
minutes of being help in the light, Tommy calmed
down. His father figured that Tommy had had a bad
dream, but that’s not how Tommy would have described it. It was all too real, even for a six year old
boy. He knew what nightmares were, but nothing
he had ever experienced was as intense as this. Fortunately, his father didn’t need an explanation. His
son was upset, so for the rest of the night, Tommy
slept in his room. But only his father was able to get
any rest. Tommy wasn’t able to sleep. His eyes were
drawn to the closet, as if he knew something was
waiting for him inside. The door creaked open, just
enough, although nothing crawled out. But Tommy
could smell it, that rotting smell.
For the next few nights Tommy continued to
sleep in his father’s room. And every night he

could still smell the rot. He wasn’t sure if his father
could smell it, but he doubted that he did. Despite
the disgusting smell, there were no sign of the
rotting body he saw on the floor the other night.
Eventually, Tommy’s father was sure his son was
doing a lot better. The day finally came when it was
time for Tommy to sleep in his own room again.
Tommy’s eyes began to tear up when his father told
him he’d be sleeping in his own bed again, there
wasn’t much Tommy could do. If his father wanted
him to sleep in his own bed, then he was going to
have to do what he was told. The alternative was
telling his father the truth, but he didn’t know how
to put that into words.
When it was time for bed that night, and Tommy
was being tucked in, his father gave him a picture
of his mother. He told him it was the most beautiful
picture he had of her. She was holding Tommy all
wrapped up in her arms. She was sitting down on
the couch in their living room after bringing Tommy home from the hospital. There was a window
behind her with the sun shining through, and they
both looked so peaceful in the sunlight. Tommy’s father gave it to him to sleep with under his pillow at
night, thinking it would help with his nightmares.
Tommy took the photo in his hands and looked at
it, examining the two happy people in the picture.
Then, he placed it carefully under his pillow. His father kissed him on the head and said goodnight. He
lifted the blinds, and then closed the door behind
him after turning off the light.
The harder Tommy tried to stay awake, the heavier his eyes got, and it wasn’t long before he was fast
asleep. He was lying completely still in his bed. His
room was totally silent. After a few hours, Tommy
was in a deep sleep. He looked peaceful. Suddenly,
his head began to twitch, turning back and forth.
The peaceful look on his face was gone, replaced by
the face of a child having a nightmare. He kept shifting around in his bed until his eyes sprung open,
and for a moment he didn’t know where he was. He
sat upright and adjusted his eyes in the darkness.
Everything was still and quiet. He looked around
and saw nothing out of the ordinary. What if there
was something waiting for him under his bed?
He gripped the side of his bed and slowly crept
over the edge to get a better look down below. His
hair was almost touching the floor as it dangled
above his head. He was relieved to see that there
was nothing there. Just the usual stuff; his toys, a
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catcher’s mitt and bat, some dirty clothes he pushed
under there. He was still hanging over the side of
his bed when he heard the closet door creak open
behind him. Tommy lifted himself up and saw that
the door was wide open. By now his eyes had completely adjusted to the darkness in his room, but he
couldn’t see anything inside the closet. The interior
was a pocket of pure darkness. A black abyss. Tommy was sitting upright in his bed. Everything was silent again. He couldn’t tell if this was all still a dream.
Everything felt so real. Even the endless darkness he
was starting into felt all too real.
Then he heard something that send a cold shiver
down his spine. Breaking through the silence was a
snapping sound coming out of the blackness from
inside the closet. Tommy’s eyes grew wide, and he
could feel goosebumps all over his skin. He heard
that same snapping and cracking sound from the
other night. Then he heard it again. The sound of
breaking bones. It was getting louder and louder,
like it was breaking through the darkness. Tommy
just knew from the feeling in the pit of his stomach
that something was coming out of the closet. “Hello?” he whispered.
Nothing. Tommy could only hear the sound of
his own breathing. Suddenly, behind the thick darkness, he saw the disgusting face, the one that looked
like his dead mother. Despite the darkness, he could
see right into her eyes. He noticed that the eyes looking through him now were not lifeless. They were
frightening. Alive. Tommy found himself gasping
for breath—he was lost in her eyes. Without making
a sound, she extended her hand out from the darkness and into his room. He could see it better illuminated in the moonlight. Bits of skin dangling on
bone. Tommy did not see her mouth move, but he
heard her words in his head. His mother’s voice telling him: “Come here, Tommy. Mommy misses you.
Come be with your mother.”
He got up, and stood out of bed. His breathing
slowed down. He started to move closer to the closet, closer to the extended arm of his rotting mother.
“Good boy,” he thought he heard her say.
Tommy was only a couple feet away, when he remembered the picture of his Mother holding him
on the couch, sitting in the glow of the sun. The
voice in his head suddenly disappeared, and he was
no longer convinced that this hideous thing standing in front of him was his own mother. Whatever
it was... it wasn’t her. He remembered her beautiful

smile, her laugh, the warm glow of her eyes. Tommy
was scared, but he was also feeling brave. He could
see now that the rotting corpse standing in the closet was merely a crude parody of his real mother.
“You’re not my mum,” said Tommy.
The thing in the closet tilted it’s head up straight,
bones cracking and skin tearing. Tommy yelled into
the closet. “You’re not my mum!” Over, and over, and
over again.
The rotting arm pulled back, retreating into
the darkness of the closet. It curled into itself as it
snapped back. Tommy kept shouting as loud as he
could. As he yelled those words, his strength grew,
and the real image of his mother burned brightly in
his mind. The thing in the closet curled up into a
pile of flesh and bone on the floor. Tommy watched
as the interior of his closet came back into view. The
pitch black darkness faded away and his clothes
were now completely illuminated by the moonlight
coming in through his bedroom window. He was still
standing in the middle of his room, fists clenched
with tears streaming down his face, when his father
came into the room. He turned on the light and saw
Tommy staring into the closet. Tommy looked up at
his father, and said:
“I miss mom.”
Tommy’s father walked into his son’s room, and
gave Tommy a big hug. Tommy wrapped his arms
around his father as they left his bedroom and went
out into the hallway to his father’s room. As his father walked down the hallway Tommy could see
clearly the family pictures on the wall. They no longer looked scary in the dark. He felt safe.
A few days later, Tommy’s father sent him to a
therapist. He told his son that he was going to see
a doctor for his nightmares. This doctor wouldn’t be
the like the ones you saw in hospitals. These were doctors that you talked to. Tommy felt okay with talking
about the nightmares now. After his father had
found him screaming into his closet that night,
the nightmares had stopped. Tommy was no longer being visited by that terrible thing that looked
like his mother. The image in his head of that thing
looked less like his mother with each passing day.
The picture his father gave him to keep under his
pillow at night had shattered that terrible image in
his head for good. When the doctor began asking
Tommy questions, he did his best to answer them.
He didn’t lie. Tommy knew it was over, and that
sooner or later they would see that there was noth-

-ing wrong with him. He was just a sad, confused
kid, who really missed his mom.
On the way home, Tommy sat in the car, staring out the window. He got to sit up front now. The
sky was getting dark and the clouds were turning grey. A storm was coming. Tommy pushed
his hand into the pocket of his jacket and pulled
out the picture of his mother. She was smiling
in the picture, and Tommy smiled right back.
He knew now that nothing lasts forever - people
leave, but they aren’t forgotten. The memories we have
of our loved ones stay with us long after they are gone.
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P O E T R Y by Peter Gendron

E T E R N A L S A LV I AT I O N
You walk down a lonely street at night
A coyote howls
No
A wolf howls
A pack of wolves howl
Because wolves are a more perfect stand-in for the occult terror of nighttime
The theme to which this poem is dedicated
All 666 lines of it
The wolf licks her teeth
The wolf licks her green fang
A green fang eclipses the green sun
aka the moon
Which throws in stark relief a mansion bequeathed by some estranged great-aunt
Your estranged great-aunt
More than great
Fantastic
You spend a night inside
Practicing fang shui
Tipping all the portraits over
Face-down towards Hell
Lighting your way from room to room with the severed index finger of E.T.
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You feel empathy watching a ghost try to use a water fountain
You feel empathy in suddenly perceiving the contours of ghost-life
Haunt–have things pass through you–repeat
There is a severe lack of lumbar support in the mummy’s sarcophagus
There is a severe lack of upholstery in Dracula’s coffin
All the monsters have lower back pain
And other kinds of pain
An admixture of the two being, we now know, the source of their monstrosity
It’s the year 2012
The world is taken off-air
The world is cancelled
We receive our predestined kiss-of-death from the Apocalips
Life hereafter being, for the most part, an eternal bummer
Forever is a mighty long time
The salvia will never leave your system
Errant, marauding dollar bills will chase you across the burning landscape
In the dreams you have between endless days of toil
All you want is sustenance
All you want is nuclear steaks for your nuclear family
And, like, some freedom
But not so much as to upset or threaten the existing power structures
Really!
All you want is a place to lay your head
And a roof over your head
Generally, your wants are few, and mostly related to the well-being of your head
Tune in next week to find out how your dog dies
But listen, love is a real thing
Even though this world is shit
Just ask Casper
Somewhere in the vacant ribcages of skeletons a heart beats
Just 4 u
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