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C O N T R I B U T O R S
D É S I R É  B E T T Y  (artwork, p.17) has long 
explored the spiritual serenity that manifests itself 
through her artistic expression she calls ‘Perpetual 
Freedom Art.’ Her passion for the arts led her to 
pursue a career in Architecture; broadening her 
quest for constant creativity from the canvas to 
the built environment. Although content in her 
profession, there is nothing more fulfilling than 
creating art.  The characters she paints are mostly 
women or seemingly androgynous figures along 
with complimentary abstract pieces that represent 
their creative realms. Her inspiration for each 
piece is driven by her fascination with the power 
of aesthetics. Her characters represent a portrayal 
of revitalized appreciation for inner strength and 
conviction by way of shedding the facade that 
several inherently assume in order to meet the 
societal status quo.  This collection of work reflects 
interests focused on elegance, fluidity, exaggerated 
proportions, dignified characters and creative 
environments. Her aim is to draw awareness to the 
perpetual interplay of ego, psyche and soul.

E M I L Y  B L A T T A  (This Thought, This Circle, 
p.30) is an emerging journalist and creative writer 
based on the West Coast of Canada. She graduated 
from Ryerson University in Toronto and holds a 
BA in Creative Industries. Her work strives to sift 
through delusion, and creates a sense of empathy 
out of the abstract.

A P R I L  F O R D (poem, p.18) lived in the U.S. for 
a decade, where she taught undergraduate creative 
writing. She has now returned home to Montreal. 
Her debut novel is forthcoming spring 2020 with 
Inanna Publications, and her debut story collection 
was released by SFWP in 2015. She is the recipient 
of a 2016 Pushcart Prize, and her work has been 
featured in various journals including Grain, The 
Lascaux Review, and QWF Writes. She is Associate 
Publisher of SFK Press. www.aprilfordauthor.com

S A M U E L  G U E S T  (poem, p.37) is a Jewish/
Canadian author, poet, and educator. His poems 
“Wing Envy” and “Easy to Tell” have been featured 
in Half a Grapefruit Magazine. His book “The 
Radical Dreams” became available on Amazon 
back in April of 2018. He currently lives in Toronto, 
Ontario where he works four jobs.

J U L I A  B E R N U T - K A I S E R  (poem, p.33) 
is an interior designer from Tahiti who choose 
Montreal to be her home for a while after travelling 
the world for 10 years. Passionate about poetry, yoga 
and nature she started writing when she was 10, 
inspired by life events that touched her soul, travels 
that marked her mind, the moon looking after her 
and the energy people surrounding her provide.

I A N  K E N T  (Before I Confess, p.40) wrote, 
produced and directed the play “Abattoir Morning” 
for or; theatre (ortheatre.com). In India, Ian taught 
Shakespeare to Tibetan artists in exile and edited 
and contributed to Contact magazine. His poems 
have been published in Quills Canadian Poetry 
Magazine, The Prairie Journal, Scrivener Creative 
Review, Rhubarb and Contemporary Verse 2. His fiction 
has appeared in The Prairie Journal. His non-fiction 
has appeared in Rhubarb.

C L A Y T O N  L O N G S T A F F  (Somewhere 
with a Pool Table, p.20) is a short story writer and 
poet from Victoria, BC, currently studying English 
Literature at Concordia University, Montreal. 

J U L I A  M A R S I G L I O  (poem, p.12) is a 
Canadian writer currently located in Montréal, 
Québec, who has been writing poetry and fiction 
since she was a child. She graduated with a Bachelor 
of Arts in Spanish language and literature from the 
University of Alberta in 2011.

I L O N A  M A R T O N F I (Kinderchor, p.14) is the 
author of three poetry books, Blue Poppy (Coracle 
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Press, 2009), Black Grass (Broken Rules Press, 
2012) and The Snow Kimono (Inanna Publications, 
2015). Forthcoming, Salt Bride (Inanna, 2019) and 
The Tempest (Inanna 2020). Founder and Artistic 
Director of The Yellow Door and Visual Arts Centre 
Readings. QWF 2010 Community Award.

V I N C E N T  P O I R I E R  (poem, p.13) started 
writing at age 16 in French. He later got accepted 
at the Université du Québec en Outaouais for a BA 
in professional translation, and started writing in 
English to widen his possibilities both as a poet and 
in life.

G I D E O N  S A L U T I N  (photography, p.25) is 
a McGill development and history student, and has 
published photography in McGill-based journals.  
He started photography when someone gave him a 
Fuji polaroid-style camera when he was 15, and later 
was given two definition film cameras.  The featured 
pieces were taken on an Olympus OM2000, using 
35 mm film on ISO varying between 400 and 800, in 
Japanese cities throughout August 2018.

L E A - M A R A I K E  S A M B A L E  (artwork, 
p.38) is the winner of the nation wide literature 
competition of the Eckenroth Foundation, Germany 
(2006), and the young Literature-Forum Hesse/
Thuringia, Germany (2008 and 2013). Her work has 
been featured in the anthology “Nagelprobe 25,” 
and “Nagelprobe 30.” After moving to Montreal in 
June 2018, she started to write her poems and texts 
in English and experimented in combining them 
with selected sounds.

M A C K E N Z I E  S H A W  (poem, p.X) is from 
Kitchener, Ontario. Born in 1995, she currently 
resides and writes from the Okanagan Valley. She is 
on instagram, tumblr and gmail: @kentries2.

B L A K E  P A T R I C K  S W A N  (Brown 
Paper Bag, p.34) is a writer from Sudbury, Ontario. 
He holds degrees in literature from St. Francis 
Xavier University and Lakehead University. Having 
recently graduated, he now occupies a sessional 
professor position at Cambrian College. He is 
currently  working on a collection of short stories 
that examine hypermasculinity in rural Canadian 
areas. 

J O H N  T A V A R E S  (Wish Book, p.6) was born 
& raised in Sioux Lookout, Ontario, and is the son 
of Portuguese immigrants from the Azores. His 
education includes graduation from 2-year GAS at 
Humber College in Etobicoke with a concentration 
in psychology (1993), 3-year journalism at Centennial 
College in East York (1996) & the Specialized Honors 
BA in English from York University in North York 
(2012). He worked as a research assistant for the 
Sioux Lookout Public Library & as a research 
assistant in waste management for the SLKT public 
works department & regional recycle association. He 
also worked with the disabled for the Sioux Lookout 
Association for Community Living. Following a 
long time fascination with psychology, economics 
& investments, he successfully completed the 
Canadian Securities Course (2015).
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F I C T I O N  by John Tavares

W I S H  B O O K

The carols, decorations, and glitter 
drove Marko to anger. His bank 
account was empty, his worn wallet 
filled with tattered receipts, his mail 

full of unpaid bills. He couldn’t believe how 
broke he had become. He expected he’d find 
a job by now, but he felt as if no organization 
wanted to hire a paramedic. He needed to move 
faraway to a town in Northwestern Ontario and 
work as an air paramedic, but he was afraid of 
flying and didn’t want to leave Toronto. These 
days he felt his training was worthless. Years 
elapsed since he graduated from college, but 
he found no work as a paramedic; he worked 
part-time at a group home for people with 
intellectual disabilities. 

After two years of unemployment, having 
attended college full-time for three, he decided 
to try to work in public transit. He pinned his 
hopes on a job as a train operator with public 
transit, which paid well, but the interviewer 
was turned off by his style and conservative 
dress—his hand-me-down shoes and double-
breasted suit. He erred on the side of caution, 
but it backfired with managers. The interview 
was a train wreck; he couldn’t conceal his 
disappointment, when he pounded his fist on 
the manager’s desk, since he felt desperate to 
land a union position, with contract guarantees. 
He even enjoyed commuting on public transit; 
he studied for most of his emergency medicine 
courses on the subway train to Centennial 
College. The idea of operating a subway train 
appealed to him, but afterwards he called 
human resources and the assistant said they 
had filled all vacant positions. 

Now, with Christmas a few days away, he 
didn’t have the funds to buy Ivana the Guess 
handbag she wanted. Ivana, too, was struggling. 
She was working like him, casual shifts and 

holiday weekends at a group home, but she 
also found a part-time job as a cleaner at a 
hospital. The group home had promised them 
both full-time jobs, but they barely paid their 
personal support workers minimum wage. 
Both employers had promised full-time jobs, 
but a conservative party was elected, and these 
organizations were government funded non-
profit agencies, who expected job and budget 
cuts. 

He needed to find the funds to buy Ivana her 
Guess handbag now. He ransacked the piggy 
banks and coin jars he left hidden around 
the cramped apartment, in the rambling 
neo-Victorian mansion. He took a box of 
hardcover and academic health science books 
that he’d bought for college courses over to 
a second-hand bookstore, but the money he 
received in return was barely enough for a 
bag of groceries. Thinking he needed to take 
desperate measures, he remembered his friend 
Danny, a fellow paramedic student, who, 
alongside Marko, was in one of the paramedic 
crews that responded to a multi-vehicle pileup 
on the Highway 491 with numerous gruesome 
casualties. Afterwards, Danny was diagnosed 
with post-traumatic stress disorder. He ended 
up driving a taxi and often visited Marko in 
his apartment. He expressed surprised when 
he saw Marko take antidepressants and anti-
anxiety medication. Danny thought it was a 
blessing that Marko couldn’t find work as a 
paramedic. He constantly replayed the scene 
of the gruesome expressway accident to Marko. 
Danny told him he could sell his prescription 
drugs for a profit. Marko told him he didn’t want 
to become involved in a criminal enterprise. A 
year later, Marko was broke and felt he could 
not depend on anyone, including his father, who 
died from agonizing cancer, medication helped 
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alleviate. Days before the Christmas holidays, 
Marko still wanted to treat Ivana special, even 
during hard times. 

He went through the clutter of creams, 
lotions, colognes, perfumes, deodorants, razors, 
toothpaste, toothbrushes, and prescription 
drugs in the medicine cabinet. A while ago, 
Danny told him he could sell the Prozac and 
Xanax for a tidy profit, but Marko had only a few 
left now, since he used the peachy pills, which 
he considered a lifesaver in stressful situations. 
He realized his mother probably had more 
prescription drugs, after his father suffered a 
prolonged and agonizing illness from prostate 
cancer that metastasized to his lung, liver, and 
brain.  Aside from undergoing chemotherapy, 
his father became a patient in palliative care 
at home. To alleviate his suffering, he used 
prescription painkillers and sleep medications 
before he died. Marko’s mother had a tendency 
to keep everything, from grocery receipts to 
utility bills from decades ago to prescription 
medication, beyond the best before or expiry 
date. Marko decided to pay his mother a surprise 
visit—he took the subway to his mother’s house 
just off Bloor Street West, near the coffee shop 
where he once did his high school homework. 

* * *

After graduating from York University, Ivana 
acquired a teaching degree from the Faculty 
of Education at the University of Toronto. She 
couldn’t find a job as a teacher. She found the 
discipline in Toronto crowded with job seekers 
who couldn’t use their degrees in their chosen 
fields and competed for the few substitute 
teaching positions available with the Toronto 
school boards. She worked an overnight shift 
as a developmental services worker at the group 
home in Etobicoke for people with intellectual 
disabilities.  

Ivana kept asking Marko what he wanted 
for Christmas, but Marko wanted them to stick 
their pledge to abstain from giving Christmas 
gifts to each other as a pragmatic measure. 
Ivana insisted he tell her, or they wouldn’t make 
love that night. He told her that in an ideal world 
what he wanted for Christmas was an e-book 
reader. 

Ivana checked her bank account, but she was 
already over the limit in overdraft. She simply 
didn’t have the money to buy the e-book reader 
that Marko desired. She thought the idea of an 
e-book reader made perfect sense as well; both 
loved reading, but he spent more time reading, 
and read more books, faster. She was tired of 
hauling around boxes of books every time they 
were forced to move from one furnished room 
to another. With an e-book reader, all his bulky, 
heavy books, which consumed so much space 
in their living quarters, would find safe storage 
in digital files in the device memory, either in a 
flash drive or the micro-SD card.

She loved Marko. He loved her for her 
personality and intelligence, but they only 
became intimate after she wore a short tight 
skirt and a low-cut blouse at a Croatian soccer 
banquet in the church basement, so she 
suspected he was initially enamoured with her 
physicality. She remembered she even joked of 
working as a high-end escort when they had 
difficulty finding work, except she then found 
the prospect lamentable, loathsome, repulsive. 
Now she was reconsidering, and the idea seemed 
acceptable. 

She decided that if she was to afford a 
Christmas gift for him, she needed to hustle. 
She needed to advertise discreetly, but on the 
Internet, in classified ads, personals, women 
seeking men, et cetera. She looked at a website 
called Casual Encounters and placed a classified 
ad, trying to be hired as an escort and masseuse. 
She posted an advertisement offering super 
discreet personal services, including a massage 
with a happy ending. Within several hours, she 
had a response, and she quickly exchanged 
e-mails and text messages. Then she went to a 
house in the east end to make money. 

* * *

Marko snapped at his mother when she started 
asking about his personal life. She told him in 
Croatian he was better off moving back home, 
and his girlfriend was an unsuitable woman 
for someone as intelligent and promising as 
him. She wanted him to return home to save 
money and to apply to medical school at the 
University of Waterloo, so he could become a 
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doctor. Ivana’s parents, she complained, were 
city slickers from Zagreb, who put on airs and 
pretended all their family and offspring were 
doctors, lawyers, bankers. 

“Mom, this is Toronto, and we’re both 
Canadian. Born and raised in boring Bloordale 
Village in Toronto. We met at Our Lady Queen 
of Croatia Church when we were teenagers, 
but that’s the end of it. We don’t even speak the 
language, hang out with your people, or go to 
church anymore.”

He listened to her worries about his diet. 
He looked thin. Was Ivana was feeding him 
properly? He explained he was mature enough 
to cook his own meals and wash his own 
laundry. He didn’t bother telling her he and his 
girlfriend were thinking of getting married in a 
civil ceremony at city hall. Even if she approved 
of their relationship, she would have been 
outraged they weren’t inviting the extended 
family, and disappointed they weren’t having 
a huge white wedding, a luxury they couldn’t 
afford for the foreseeable future. 

He went to use the washroom and found 
an empty bottle of OxyContin. Marko asked 
his mother about all the painkillers his father 
was forced to take to alleviate the symptoms 
of cancer. His mother told him the painkillers 
were still in his night table. She climbed up the 
stairs, slowly, carefully, and found the bottles of 
prescription painkillers, the synthetic opioids 
filled at the pharmacy the day his father died, 
he noted. His mother warned him about the 
painkillers, but asked no questions, since as far 
as she was concerned, her son could never do 
anything truly wrong. He put the prescription 
painkillers in his satchel bag, and headed to his 
apartment.

* * *

Ivana left a note, under a magnet on the 
refrigerator door, telling him that she had left 
the apartment to visit a friend. She intended to 
visit her first client. With only two days left until 
Christmas, time was running out, and she acted 
with a sense of urgency. 

* * *

Marko called his friend Danny, who told him he 
knew a stand-up guy who would buy the pills. 
Danny said he would set up a meeting for his 
friend from the paramedic program with the 
buyer at the Trapper Shack Burger restaurant, 
located near the intersection with Finch and 
Yonge Street, beside the 24-7 convenience store, 
a short walk from Shepherd subway station. The 
buyer would meet him shortly after midnight. 

At St. George subway station, Marko boarded 
a late-night subway train. During the commuter 
trip, he decided that if it took him a while to get 
acquainted with the buyer, and he missed the 
last southbound subway train, he would take the 
Blue Night bus service home back downtown. 
He hurried through the rain, which turned to 
sleet and snow, to the fast food restaurant. Cold, 
shivering, and anxious to use the washroom, 
he wished he had dressed warmer and had not 
drunk so much coffee. 

In fact, Marko felt so anxious that he took 
a lorazepam from his father’s medications. In 
the Trapper Shack Burger, Marko made a quick 
visit to the washroom, where a man, dressed in 
a heavy parka, insulated pants, a fur hat, and 
winter boots, warned him it was dangerous 
and the end was near. Outside the restaurant 
washroom, Danny introduced him to the 
prospective buyer and hurriedly left the fast 
food restaurant, after buying an ice cream cone. 
Danny’s quick exit into the gloomy weather 
made Marko more anxious. 

The man laughed, but Marko thought he was 
a gangster, a career criminal, which was partly 
what made him intimidating. He was bald, 
dressed in expensive distressed denim and 
polished loafers, and he looked like a member 
of the Russian mafia. The man then asked what 
he had, and Marko showed him the pill bottle.

“These looks like oxycodone,” he said. 
Holding the translucent bottle beneath the 
table, he examined the round tablets closely. 
He flashed the light from his smartphone on 
the contents. “You’ll sell these to me?” Marko 
nodded and mutely mouthed the word yes. 

“You’re under arrest for possession of 
narcotics for the purposes of trafficking.” The 
man held Marko’s arm with a firm grip as he 
flashed a driver’s license and went through 
his arrest procedure. He handcuffed him, and 
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escorted him out of the Trapper Shack Burger 
restaurant and across the parking lot at the back 
to his black car.

 
* * *

Ivana went to the house on Yonge Street. She 
thought her client lived in quite an affluent 
neighbourhood, but when she arrived at the 
address she found a rundown house between a 
bicycle repair shop, and a Starbucks café. The 
man was dressed like a playboy and smelled 
of an expensive cologne, a subtle, nuanced, 
musky, yet appealing scent. He wore an elegant 
scarf, and he introduced himself as a filmmaker 
and movie producer. He asked if she wanted to 
join him on a road trip to a film festival in New 
York City during which he planned to visit Sofia 
Coppola.  

Then he asked her if she would give him 
a full body massage. She said she wasn’t an 
experienced masseuse, but she would do her 
best. He asked her if she would provide him 
with some oral pleasure.

“As in deep—”
“Yes, that would be even better.”
“My boyfriend likes it. How much are you 

willing to pay?”
Whatever her rates were, he replied, as long 

as they were reasonable.
Yes, of course, she said, and started to 

unbuckle, unbutton, and unzip his pants. He 
pulled out a leather wallet, opened the billfold, 
and showed her a shiny badge and his Toronto 
police identification. 

“You’re under arrest for communicating or 
attempting to communicate with a person for 
the purpose of engaging in or obtaining sexual 
services.” 

* * *

Standing alongside what looked like an unusual 
car for police, Marko decided to tell the officer 
the truth. The man frisked and searched him as 
he stood handcuffed to a Ford Mustang. 

“I was just trying to make enough money 
to buy my girlfriend a Christmas present. I 
haven’t been able to find a job.” Marko told him 
how depressing it was being unemployed, and 

the difficulty he had finding work in the field 
he trained for, paramedicine. With a criminal 
record, it would be impossible to find work as 
a paramedic, although he sometimes got the 
impression that the best paramedics were rogues 
and renegades, unafraid to go the extra distance 
to try to save a patient’s life. This was the first 
time he had ever been arrested or charged with 
anything. The man went into his car, while 
Marko stood handcuffed to the passenger door 
handle. After emerging several minutes later, 
the officer said that he checked his name in the 
database and found no hits. Marko thought it 
was unusual. He hadn’t heard a police radio, 
and hadn’t seen a laptop screen. 

“You’re lucky I haven’t called this in.” 
The man eyed the pills in their translucent 
bottle. He peeled the labels off with his sharp 
fingernails before he deposited the container in 
his leather bomber pocket. “You’re also lucky 
it’s practically Christmas eve.” Looking at his 
bejewelled wristwatch, the man saw the time 
was well past midnight. “In fact, it is Christmas 
eve.” His breath made a huge cloud of smoke in 
the freezing air as he exhaled, and with a sigh, 
he unlocked the handcuffs. “You’re a persuasive 
talker. I don’t know why you’re not working in 
communications.”

“I was trained as a paramedic.”
“Yeah, but a man has to eat. You could even 

work as a police dispatcher. Car 19, break-in 
at Finch and Jane, suspects fleeing on foot —
something along those lines. Whatever, dude. I 
just don’t want to see you on my beat again. Get 
out of my sight.”

The man drove off with the painkiller pills, 
and sped through red lights at the intersection 
of Yonge with Finch Street. Thinking he had just 
stepped out of a house of mirrors, Mark thought 
he could use some pharmacological relief right 
about now. When he realized he never saw the 
man’s identification—he had merely seen the 
flash of what appeared to be a plain provincial 
driver’s license—he wondered if he’d just 
assumed the man possessed a badge, or if he 
was a retired, fired, or rogue cop. Perhaps he’d 
been an impersonator.

In the nighttime chill of the north end of 
North York, light snow drifted, powdering 
cement and asphalt. Marko walked down 
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Yonge Street and underground into the subway 
station. The token and ticket collector shouted 
he’d missed the last subway train for the night.

Marko left the subway station, walked to the 
next bus stop, and boarded the all-night bus. 
The factory shift workers and pub-crawlers were 
already pushing their way through the standing 
crowd. He rode the bus home southbound 
along Yonge. In a meditative mood, he walked 
along Bloor Street through the falling snow 
to the apartment in the rambling, dilapidated 
Victorian mansion that he shared with Ivana.

* * *

When Ivana saw the undercover police officer’s 
identification, she gasped and told him she 
couldn’t find work in education because of 
an oversupply of teachers. She was currently 
making minimum wage and worked alongside 
high school dropouts hired off the street. She told 
him that if she was charged and had a criminal 
record, she would never pass a background 
check for a teaching position. She could even 
be fired from her current position. She had 
only decided to advertise to provide personal 
services this close to the holiday season to buy 
her boyfriend a silly e-book reader. She told 
the cop her boyfriend loved reading, but books 
were a major inconvenience whenever they 
were forced to move from house to apartment 
to rooming-house to student residence and 
dormitory and back again. 

The plainclothes officer told her he was 
separated from his wife because of his work, but 
he currently didn’t have any outlet whatsoever. 
He wondered if she would be able to provide 
him with some oral pleasure as a favor after 
all—one good deed deserving another. 

She couldn’t see any harm in the quid 
pro quo. The price was worth her freedom 
and reputation. In fact, a favour seemed like 
insurance against prosecution.

He drove her to an underground parking 
garage in a nearby office building, dark, empty, 
with dingy walls of cement blocks and cracked 
floors of concrete. He unbuckled and unzipped 
his khaki trousers and she reached for his 
shrivelled member, shrunken from the damp 
chill. 

* * *

Tipsy from liqueur and coffee, the couple 
decided to visit Our Lady Queen of Croatia 
Church for Midnight Mass. The gifts they 
received in parcels, wrapped in twine, from their 
parents, they regifted and exchanged with each 
other. For Christmas dinner, they walked to the 
sprawling McDonalds on Yonge Street, across 
from the strip club and comic bookstore. They 
ordered hamburgers and fries, and substituted 
hot coffee and sugar for iced Cokes.

Trying to reassure each other that their love 
was precious enough of a gift to each other, they 
decided in the future they’d celebrate Christmas 
without gift exchanges. For dessert, they feasted 
on apple pies—two for a dollar—and soft 
ice cream cones. Then they ordered more ice 
cream cones coated with crushed peanuts and 
candy cane sprinkles. They gorged themselves 
and ate yet another round of pies, which Ivana 
insisted were frozen apple turnovers reheated 
in a microwave oven. Afterwards, they felt so 
energized and celebratory that they broke into a 
food fight, which a few other customers happily 
joined in on, until they were all asked to leave 
by the manager. 

They passed by the Eaton Centre, where 
crews operating skyjacks and cranes took down 
the huge Sears sign for the department store. 
“The Wish Book is dead,” said Ivana. They 
hiked home through a storm growing into a 
blizzard. They climbed over drifts downtown, 
throwing snowballs, laughing, running along 
the sidewalk, and surprising people with hearty 
Christmas greetings. 



P O E T R Y  by Julia Marsiglio

T O Y  T R A I N

I miss you baby girl.
Can I kiss you baby girl?
You’ll start walking pretty soon,
Under the cold December moon.
I’ll bundle you in many layers
And chase away all your cares
With Christmas cheer and a merry tune.
Baby girl, your eyes, how they shine!
You’re too young to say, so I must divine
That this toy train will do quite fine
For my baby girl, who’s just turned one,
Or at least in another life, so I would have done.
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P O E T R Y  by Vincent Poirier

B E T R A Y A L

Long has it been, and 
we have small minds
in lieu of profound thought.
Greedy for a fallacy,
human, flaws inherent
run, afraid of time,
catching up, would
raise hell, to satiate
innate desires. He has.
That is the betrayal.
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N O N - F I C T I O N  by Ilona Martonfi

15

K I N D E R C H O R

Begin to deliver a verdict a long time 
coming: “Guilty. Guilty.”

On the first day of fourth grade, 
Teacher gives me a pet name: 

“Schwarze, write on the blackboard.” 
My hands get dirty with chalk. Teacher 

touches my leg above the white ribbed knee 
sock.

The town Neutraubling G’Schichtn–Stories. 
I, Ilonka, as a pigtailed nine-year-old war 
refugee from Budapest, in 1951, was abused by 
Herr Anton Mathes, my teacher in Lederhosen. 
The man with a slight lisp. 

“Open your songbook,” Teacher says. 
My mother, Magda, buys me a Liederbuch. 

Boys and girls sing a Volkssong from Memelland 
with clear loud voices, “Zogen einst fünf wilde 
Schwäne, Schwäne leuchtend weiß und schön.” 
Once flew five wild swans, swans white and 
beautiful. 

“Schwarze, you can’t sing,” Teacher says. 
Dieter, Rudi, and I don’t make the school 

choir. Saturdays, I hear the children from the 
street, the Schlangenbau school windows wide 
open. 

Bavarian Forest chalk hills ridge. Danube 
River wetlands. Willow reeds and forsythia 
grow in bomb craters. A small pond. Just fifty 
meters downhill from where SS war prisoners 
worked in the factories of the Luftwaffe 
Messerschmitt airport. Flossenbürg subcamp 
for Russians, Poles, and Jews. A mass grave by 
the round well. 

Our renovated two-room Volksschule, the 
classrooms: tall windows, heavy oak door. And 
in Bavarian tradition, schoolchildren dress 
up and celebrate carnival during February 
Fasching at the Hofbräuhaus. Parade through 
winter streets. Snow on the concrete airport 
runway. 

Sankt Nikolaus and Christkindl. Iced 
gingerbread, Pfeffernüsse. My new fairy tale 
book by Brüder Grimm creates the surreal 
magic of witches and princesses during my 
childhood. Langer’s hill, where we take our 
wooden toboggans.

Gustav Jaich, the school principal. Teacher, 
Elfride Scholz, a young war widow. The Catholic 
priest, Pfarrer Böhm. Saturdays sewing and 
knitting with a Dominican nun, Schwester 
Anna. First Communion and Confirmation at 
the Regensburger Dom. Black and white school 
photos.

During that fourth year, my teacher, Anton 
Mathes, rides his scooter from Regensburg: 
Medieval Roman town, ten kilometers distance. 
Stalks this refugee settlement, families from 
Schlesien and Sudetenland. We are the only 
Magyars living in the old airport: Halle #7 by 
the Moosgraben creek. Butter yellow poplar 
trees. Birch trees. Using his classroom to meet 
kids, Teacher grooms relationships with the 
pre-pubescent. Married with two young sons. 

Movie days in the classroom, shades drawn. 
Whirring film reels. Classmates who see the 
fondling. Teacher stands behind me, his big 
body in the dark. My flowered cotton dress. My 
pigtails. I tell my best friend, Ingrid, one time. 

“Ich weiss es schon,” she says. I already know 
it.

Time and again, it is I whom Teacher chooses 
to target.

Five decades later, now living in Montréal, 
Canada, I still keep contact with old school 
friends. Send Christmas cards to Helga, the 
principal’s daughter. Spill my story in an email.

“Did you tell anyone?” Helga asks.
On and on it went. Year after year after year. 

He also molests boys. Finally, Anton Mathes is 
imprisoned. Sent into early retirement. 
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“Er war in die Berge verzetzt, weisst du 
schon warum,” my friend Ingrid tells me. I am 
taking an overseas vacation in Europe with my 
family. Riding a train to Neutraubling. He was 
sent to the mountains, you know why.

Propped up by the illusion of a teacher’s 
work. Anton Mathes has nowhere to run, no 
tale to tell. 

“Guilty. Guilty.”
That happened to me. I thought I was the 

only one keeping it secret. Yes, it had happened. 
That’s where he parked his scooter.
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A R T W O R K by Désiré Betty

D R E A M 
B I G
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P O E T R Y  by April Ford

T H A T  L Y I N G 
B A S T A R D

To cremate your love
plus a nice graveside service
will cost him his life
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P O E T R Y  by Mackenzie Shaw

S N A I L

Unbothered because my foes don’t have opposable thumbs to pluck me from my place 
And aware that crushing feet could be my end
My body is my home and it grows as I do, moves when I do; vagabond 
I can’t see the swirls or symmetry that have become me
And inside I am not the beauty they tell me 
My only left behind, translucent goo
My only neighbors, unbothered too
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F I C T I O N  by Clayton Longstaff

S O M E W H E R E  W I T H  A 
P O O L  T A B L E

She had just started washing the cutlery 
when the phone rang. She pulled a 
towel off the oven handle and used it to 
lift the telephone from its receiver.

“Hello?”
“Hey, is this Emily?” It was a woman’s voice. 

“It’s Vera from the gym.”
“Vera! You used my number.”
“Yeah,” she said. “And it’s not a fake! What 

are you doing this weekend?”
“Nothing,” Emily said. “What’s up?”
“I don’t know. How does drinks sound? 

What’s Nick up to?”
“Great, drinks sound great.” Emily tried to 

remember Vera’s face, and wondered if they 
would recognize each other in normal clothes. 
“But Nick hasn’t been doing too well,” she said. 
“I’d love to though.”

“Great,” said Vera. They agreed to talk again 
on Friday, and Emily placed the telephone back 
to its receiver, careful not to let it slip from the 
towel.

***

Emily got off work at 3 on Friday. On her 
way home from the diner she pulled over at the 
liquor store. She placed a bottle on the checkout 
counter and searched for her wallet. “That’s all,” 
Emily said. “Thanks.” She handed the cashier a 
twenty. 

There was nobody behind her when she 
reached their driveway, so she didn’t bother 
with the signal before pulling in. Nick’s socked 
foot resting on the sofa’s back was visible from 
the road.

“Hi honey,” she said walking directly to the 
kitchen and putting the bottle in the cupboard.

“Good day?” He shifted from his back onto 
his arm.

“Fine,” she said. “It isn’t finished though.” 
She pulled a glass from the cupboard and ran 
the water from the sink a few moments before 
filling the glass. “I’m so pissed,” she said. “Do 
you remember Dana?”

“Dana?”
“Maybe you haven’t met her,” she said 

between sips. “She’s a new girl. You probably 
haven’t met her yet.”

“Oh.” 
“She called in sick.” Emily filled another cup 

of water. “Did Vera call?”
“Who?”
“Vera.”  
“Oh yeah, she did call,” he said. 
“And?”
“I said to call back.”
“Hm.” Emily opened the fridge. “We’re going 

for a drink this weekend,” she said. “She’s a girl 
I go to the gym with—super sweet girl. We’re 
thinking of going to that place you used to go 
to. She insists on a place with a pool table.” She 
laughed. “I don’t know who she thinks she’s 
going to play pool with.”

“I’m busy.” Nick started shifting on the couch 
and sunk back when he found the remote.

“Great.” She closed the fridge and moved 
into the bedroom to look through her clothes. 

 He changed the channel from Nascar, to 
the Nature channel, and then to a BBC program. 
He raised one knee and bent the other off the 
cushion to fit, then messed it all up to reach for 
his cigarettes from the coffee table and an old 
cup to ash in. Emily was back in the kitchen 
looking in the fridge when the phone rang.

 
***

The next evening Emily was back at work. 
Nick grew tired of waiting, so he went into the 
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bathroom. After splashing water on his face, he 
looked in the mirror. Then he closed his eyes 
and looked again.  He’d go to the place he used 
to go and have a bite before Emily was finished 
work, he decided. 

Nick took a seat at the bar and stood up to take 
off his jacket. He didn’t recognize the bartender. 

“Kitchen still open?” 
“Yessir,” said the bartender. “A server 

will come around in a minute.” He placed a 
laminated menu in front of Nick from over the 
bar. “Need a drink in the meantime?” 

Nick looked at the taps. “Yeah,” he said. “Your 
stout.” 

The waitress came around and Nick ordered 
a hamburger and potato wedges, and before she 
could ask, he said “garlic mayo.”

When the bartender asked how he was 
doing, Nick nodded his head and raised a finger. 
The bartender waited. “Does”—he finished 
swallowing. “Does Joe still work here?” he asked.

“Yessir,” the bartender said. “Joe got switched 
to days.” 

“Oh,” Nick said. 
“You know Joe?” 
“Yeah, I know Joe. Hey,” he said. “What about 

Vera?” He dipped another potato wedge and 
rubbed it around the ramekin of garlic mayo. 
“Does a girl named Vera still come in here?”

The bartender shook his head slowly and 
pinched his lips. “Vera,” he said. “I can’t think 
of any Veras.” The bartender made eye contact 
with a man who walked through the door and 
smiled. He started pouring a pint and said, 
“but I don’t know the names of everybody.” He 
placed the pint in front of the man who sat a few 
seats down from Nick. 

Nick finished his wedges and used the napkin. 
He looked back at the pool table and scanned 
the bar for any faces he might have missed, then 
he got up and pulled on his coat.

Nick could see the lights in the kitchen were 
on from the road. He began unbuttoning the 
top of his coat. The door was unlocked.

“He exists!” Vera said, raising her arms in 
mock surprise when he walked into the kitchen. 
He walked over to Emily and touched her back 
while he made his way to Vera who stood up to 
shake his hand with a sergeant general’s face on. 

Nick smiled at her. “Nice to see you,” he said.  

“You must be Vera, right?” 
“I am! Nice to finally meet you; Emily has 

told me so much.” She tugged at the bottom of 
her dress that had ridden up and loosened her 
shoulders. “Emily was just telling me a story 
from her work.” She sat back down and picked 
up the glass she was holding before.

“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Some guy who preferred to 

be shot at than to be with his own family.”
“Nick knows all the stories,” Emily interjected.
“I don’t know if I know this one,” Nick said. 

“Hey, what are you girls drinking?” He went 
over to the cupboard.

“Jack and ginger,” Vera said.
“I thought you were busy,” Emily said from 

behind her glass. Nick broke out a few cubes 
from the ice tray.

“What happened to playing pool?” Nick 
asked. 

“Vera met me at work. I wanted to drop off 
the car, so we figured we’d have a drink here.”

“There’s always later,” Vera said. “Now, the 
story.”

 “Yeah, I know.” Emily took in a mouthful of 
whiskey. “So, this guy goes to Iraq, right? He 
goes to fight in the war and leaves his wife and 
kids at home.” 

Nick crossed the kitchen floor with his glass 
and pulled up a seat at the table.

 “Then he comes back, all in one piece.” Emily 
picked up her glass from the table and leaned 
back a little. “Boring story, heh?” She lifted the 
cup back to her lips and took another sip. “But 
that’s not all.” 

“Oh my.” Vera put down her glass. 
“No,” Emily said. “The thing is, is that the 

man went back! He went back to Iraq! He missed 
getting shot at I suppose.” 

“He went back?” 
“He missed being in the war, so he went back. 

Can you imagine?” she asked. “Can you imagine 
the kids? The wife, and the kids?”

Vera shook her head. She narrowed her eyes 
into slits. “What do you mean he went back?”

“I mean he went back! I don’t know,” Emily 
said. “I guess he said he got something at war he 
couldn’t get at home.”

Vera shook her head.
 “I can’t imagine.” Emily looked down and 
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started picking at something on her sleeve.  
“Anyway, it was the poor wife who told me this.”

Nick got up from his seat and left to the 
bathroom.

“That’s terrible.”
“Yeah.” Emily stopped picking at her sleeve. 

“I don’t know. You never really know, do you?” 
She went to the freezer.

“It’s true. You really don’t.”
Emily was breaking more ice when Nick 

came from the bathroom. “Never know what?” 
he asked.

Emily replied with her back to him. “Who 
the man you marry will become.” She turned 
and raised her eyebrows at Vera, but Vera was 
looking away.

Nick got up after sitting down and put his cup 
into the sink. Outside was still dark. He tried to 
remember if there was snow this time last year 
but couldn’t seem to place it. 

***

After that night, Emily spent less time at home. 
Nick was on the couch each day Emily came 
home from work. “Nothing yet?” she’d ask.

“We’ll see,” he’d say. “We’ll see.”
Nick was spending less time at home, too. 

After the first snow, he decided he needed 
warmer socks if he was going to go out looking 
for a job, so he took the car out before Emily had 
to leave for work. He drove out to a department 
store on the edge of town. Coming out of 
the store he threw the bag into the trash and 
wore the lined socks over his hands across the 
parking lot. He went at his pockets for the keys, 
but his hands were too big, so he tucked the 
socks under his arm while he opened the door 
and ducked into his car. 

The snow had melted into a small muddy 
puddle down at the pedals by the time he 
turned his car off on the street outside the bar. 
He kept one hand rested on the steering wheel 
as he read the advertisements hanging in the 
window, remembering that he had once actually 
gone to a Karaoke Thursday—he had once 
actually come for the Happy Hour Special. The 
posters were so faded that it seemed impossible 
the advertisements could still be applicable. He 
tried to see through the other window but all 

he could make out were the neon lights of the 
video slot machine screens near the front and 
the light that hung low over the pool table. The 
rest was dark. He stepped out onto the sidewalk 
and locked the car. 

The view of Vera sitting at the farthest end of 
the bar entered Nick’s vision like a warm distant 
memory tethered to a smile, which she flashed 
up at him at the sound of the bar room door as 
it crept shut. The pool table in the corner stood 
empty. 

It was hours before Nick finally got the car 
home. Fitting the key into the lock, he noticed 
he couldn’t hear the television. Inside, the lights 
were all turned off. He tossed his socks onto the 
couch and went to the kitchen table, but there 
was no note. So, he went to the telephone. The 
last call was to the diner, and the call before 
that was from the previous day. Crumbs were 
all over the counter. Nick sunk his hands into 
his jacket pockets to feel for his keys and carried 
his new socks from the couch to his bedroom, 
stopping in at the bathroom to look at his face 
in the mirror. 

He could hear the engine still ticking as he 
locked up the house. Nick found Vera’s car still 
parked across the street from the bar with a 
light coat of snow blanketing the windshield. 
He pulled into his same parking spot out front 
and killed the engine.

Meanwhile, at the diner Janice was busy telling 
Emily about the elderly couple seated at table 13. 
She tilted her head a little in the table’s direction 
while tearing out a leaf from her note pad. Janice 
was always talking about the customers. Emily 
didn’t know of any coworkers who took notice 
like Janice did. “They don’t tip,” she was saying. 
“They don’t come in during the day, but you’ll 
see them when you work nights.” She tucked 
the order slip beside the others and started to 
untie her apron. “Honey I swear,” she said. “It 
ain’t you. They just don’t tip.”

“Oh,” Emily said. “Okay.”
“Yeah. Somethin’ must’ve happened and they 

still come by here, but they won’t tip. Honey,” 
she said. “Trust me, it ain’t you.” She said she 
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was going on break so good luck. 
Emily lifted a pitcher of water from the 

counter and carried it over to the sallow looking 
elderly couple then to another table where a 
large man in a suit read the menu carefully. 
When Emily was coming back from the tables, 
she switched the water pitcher for a coffee pot, 
and carried it over to an older gentleman in a 
tweed blazer who’d been sitting at the bar with 
a paper a few seats from where Janice sat down. 
While Emily filled his cup, she felt Janice’s eyes 
follow her. Emily brought over a cup and a dish 
of creamers and sugars and placed them on the 
counter. 

“Thanks darling,” she smiled up at Emily. 
After she brought the food out to all her 

tables, Emily carried a glass of water over to 
Janice and took a sip. “Can I ask you something 
silly?” 

Janice crossed her arms on the counter and 
pulled her seat closer using her ankles.

 “What’s it like to be married?”
 “What’s it like?” Janice asked. “What is 

it like? You and Nick are married, aren’t you? I 
always thought you were married.” 

Emily shook her head and brought the coffee 
pot over to the older gentleman. “No,” Emily 
said, coming back to Janice. “We aren’t. I guess 
it isn’t any different though.”

 “No, exactly,” Janice said. She said it 
really wasn’t much different. 

 “It’s strange though. I feel different. It’s 
funny to say, but I really feel different.”

“You don’t say,” Janice said. “And just how are 
you feelin’?

“Well,” she lifted the coffee pot up to Janice, 
but Janice shook her head. “Okay, so,” she said, 
putting the coffee pot back. “So, this might be 
really crazy, but I sort of have this feeling like 
everything is about to change. I feel like really 
everything might be about to change.” 

“So, what’s the big change?” Janice said. She 
leaned a little farther onto the counter, grinning.

“So, the other night, after I had this new 
girlfriend of mine over—we had a few drinks, 
whatever. Then, after she left, Nick and I went 
to bed. But something was different. It felt—” 
she slowed down in her speech, trying to better 
express how it was different. “When he was on 
me in bed like, it felt like I was looking in on a 

younger lady’s life.” She put her hands on her 
stomach, and Janice put her hands to her mouth. 

“It’s weird, right?” Emily smiled. “I know, it 
sounds crazy, but I really think things are about 
to change.” She picked up her cup of water. “But 
I’ve been off, too. I’ve been feeling really off 
these last weeks.” She flashed a look down at 
her stomach, which she pushed out a little and 
laughed with Janice. Emily brought the cup to 
her lips, then hesitated. “It’s crazy, right?” she 
said. “Isn’t it just crazy?”
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K A N T O 
S E R I E S

P H O T O G R A P H Y  by Gideon Salutin
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N O N - F I C T I O N  by Emily Blatta

T H I S  T H O U G H T , 
T H I S  C I R C L E

When does a thought become a 
curse? 

On the plane ride home after 
a long year, I am weary of the 

question, and profoundly scared.  Amidst the 
circle of thoughts that inhibit me, it’s hard to 
see this one clearly. There have been so many 
inquiries, trials, and attempts to break free—
most of them now futile, or exhausted, or 
abandoned. It takes a spark of curiosity to lead 
me down the road of obsession and I feel as 
though I am already burning. 

However, I wonder if this is a necessary start 
in my attempt to build an observation deck first 
above a series of moments and then into the 
heart of what might be stored away, maybe even 
undone. Like a curse, such a question demands 
to hold something accountable, something 
outside of me. It also demands that I be held 
accountable, no matter my reservations, no 
matter the nausea I feel from looking down.

How does a thought move? 
Perhaps in downward strokes from where it 

originates, but I can’t know this for sure. What I 
do know is how it travels through my bones and 
fills the whole of my body. I know it moves in 
circles because that is the shape I am. It makes a 
two-dimensional cut-out of the shape, mocking 
the weight I carry. Where the potential to thrive 
exists between us, there is also the commitment 
to die. We are stuck together, alternating this 
way. 

In a lineup for the bathroom above the 
prairies, I have a thought that I am capable of 
doing something terrible. At any moment I will 
lose my grip on control, kill someone I love. It 
is startling how real these thoughts feel, and 
I am terrified that if I pursue them, they will 
actualize. Even their meaninglessness coerces 
me, and points to a chaos I don’t feel equipped 

to look at. 
Over the Rockies it happens again, then once 

more above the West Coast. Days later I am 
similarly blindsided, this time over dinner with 
my mom. She is sitting across from me in the 
nook by the window, sipping a glass of wine. It’s 
a comfortable scenario: we share Greek food 
at our favourite restaurant, pacing ourselves 
to a rhythm of honest talk and loving pause. 
Listening comes naturally to such dinners, and 
when we eat it is to the sound of two inextricable 
lives. I am grateful for the bond. 

Before the Baklava there is the same thought 
from the plane — the possibility that I am 
capable of doing something terrible. There is 
the reminder to push against where I am fragile, 
the vivid unrealities to which I am chained.

Blood in the wine, a broken arm, my knife 
in the side of the woman who birthed me  . . . I 
keep my knife under the napkin where I can’t 
see it. I have the thought that, from now on, 
each of us is kept alive this way. 

We make it home, where afterwards I tell her 
about the protection of the napkin. 

“So how did it feel to stab me?” she asks. We 
laugh. Later, I wince. 

Sometimes the suspension of oneself feels 
like an invitation to become vulnerable.  Above 
the prairies—that belt of land I’ve never seen 
up close I feel the weightlessness of a thought’s 
ability to unleash me. In the bathroom, where I 
have come undone before, I feel desperate not 
to go that way, to go back and reverse it. Not 
now, I think. I brace myself for the descent into 
something difficult, unforgiving. I know about 
the undertow of a brain’s mistake, how there is 
that pull of an unruly direction. 

When does a thought become a curse? 
I’m not sure it does. Nor am I convinced 

that we become our thoughts, although they 
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convince us of something. Mostly, we shapeshift, 
humming across a spectrum of reactions to 
ourselves. Any therapist or poet will tell you 
so. They, or I, might also say that in the narrow 
mind of rumination, this separation is difficult 
to remember. To think is an impulse. Perhaps 
this is the curse.

Down here on the crust, nothing seems to 
change. There are no sudden answers. There 
are, however, the routines people create to 
cope —those of seeing, of believing, of lunch. I 
make my own individual routines too: I avoid 
certain places, I research compulsively, I spend 
too much time alone. Sometimes, they feel like 
answers. 

Laying in bed one night, I think to check how 
deep the ocean is, the Straight of Georgia by 
where I grew up. It has a mean depth of 157 metres 
and a maximum depth of 448. Less deep than I 
thought. In one way I rely on this information 
because it is a quick fix to the question of what 
I might know, a treat I have been brought up 
on. It hangs there in the search bar like bait. 
In another way I rely on the reminder of how 
much one thing can hold, evolve, vary. It is 
confirmation of that, if I am one thing, I am also 
many.

When does a thought become a curse?
Reads the sign in front of me, reads the sign 

in front of the circle of my body. I yell at it to 
shut up, that I don’t know. It spits at me. I stare it 
down. This time it leaves.

Most times when I’m out at a restaurant, I will 
excuse myself to the washroom more than once. 
I require such moments alone. The privacy is 
permission to be real, to walk myself through 
the fear of something imaginary. I am so often 
irrationally afraid, and this is frustrating. But 
it’s also simple and therefore I feel it justified. 
Fear is unborn, it is necessary, it is unnecessary. 
To exist at all, it must exist somewhere inside us. 

One night, returning to my seat from the 
washroom, I trip on another thought, or rather 
another question. 

Are you good, and strong, and worthy? 
This has been happening lately. As expected, 

I don’t know the answer. I only know what I can 
feel. Right now, just the floor, its point of contact 
with my heart. I can feel our togetherness. 
Perhaps this is the curse—to not know. Perhaps 

like this I am brave. 
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P O E T R Y  by Julia Bernut-Kaiser

C H E A T E R

You really took me by surprise. 
Was it all in my head? 

Was I delusional? 
Or just happy to be here 

Excitement pumping in my veins 
Confusion rolling in my brain 

Butterflies between my legs 
You know you should 

Leave me alone 

She is already broken 
She won’t be forgiven 

The day she will see through 
Your lies and smiles 

And she will wonder everyday 
Who you sleep with before 

Lying next to her in bed
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F I C T I O N  by Blake Patrick Swan

B R O W N 
P A P E R  B A G
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The collective standing of forty civil servants 
in unison either signals lunch or end of 
day. Right now, it’s lunch. Today Jared is 
not among those rising. For him, lunch is 

no longer a moment of euphoria the way it is for his 
coworkers. 

Jared didn’t always dread lunch. A short while ago, 
he had stood with the rest of them, and had walked 
with swinging arms and a gum-revealing smile on 
his way to eat a lunch he had been thinking about 
for hours. Lunch had offered Jared the opportunity 
to step away from the penetrating blue light of his 
computer screen, to quiet his stomach, and to enjoy 
half an hour of oral stimulation. Nowadays, lunch 
only offers Jared a short break from the tedium of his 
cubicle. Nothing more. 

The problem began with a grocery store run-
in with an old acquaintance, and the fair amount 
of shaming that followed due to the ground beef 
and chicken breasts that sat in the upper deck of 
his cart. The interaction only came to an end when 
Jared agreed to watch a Netflix documentary on the 
meat industry. And from the moment he got home 
and pressed play, things spiralled out of control. 
That night, all of the newly purchased meat in his 
fridge—save for the fried chicken he ate during the 
documentary—met the black plastic of a garbage 
bag. It didn’t stop there. Each night, he watched a new 
documentary. Each night, he emptied his cupboards 
a little more.

In a matter of weeks, Jared had watched every 
food-related, environment-related, or toxin-related 
documentary on Netflix. By the end of it, Jared hardly 
recognized his own life. 

Jared’s lunch served as a microcosm of the changes 
he had made. His lunches now contained very little. 
Partly because it’s tough to find organic, gluten-free, 
non-GMO, non-waste producing, sugar-less food, 
and partly because Jared’s new method of bringing 
his lunch to work drastically limited the amount of 
food he could bring. You see, in an effort to avoid any 
single-use packaging, as well as the toxins in reusable 

plastic, Jared had begun carrying his lunch to work 
in his bare hands. This made soup a difficult dish 
for him to bring, and he was forced to stop riding his 
bike in the mornings, not having mastered the no-
hands turn. 

When Jared arrives at work in the morning, he 
empties his hands on his desk. And that is where his 
food sits in two little piles until lunch. Today those 
piles consist of carrot sticks—grown in his own 
garden—and a lump of pumpkin seeds, unsalted 
and unroasted. Scooping his lunch up into his 
hands, he joins his colleagues in the lunchroom. The 
lunchroom has begun to look the same each day he 
enters it. Everyone overcrowds the round tables, and 
people are pressed together uncomfortably, knee 
to knee, and their garbage takes up each square 
inch of table surface. But every day, the same table, 
appropriately sized for four, remains empty, with 
only one chair left beside it. 

Jared isn’t naïve or oblivious. He knows that the 
daily empty table is no coincidence. He knows that 
the others have become tired of his judgmental and 
didactic conversations. That they’ve grown sick of 
his glaring eye watching their chicken wings and 
Styrofoam takeout containers and salivating mouths. 
He knows that they all just want to enjoy their lunch 
in peace. 

But today is different. Today the lunchroom 
dynamics are altered just slightly because of a new 
hire. And coming into the lunchroom late, she sees 
the table occupied by a single person as the obvious 
choice. She takes an empty chair away from a 
neighbouring table and slides it beside Jared’s. 

“May I sit?” she asks.
Jared is caught off guard, and after he acknowledges 

that someone is, in fact, willing to sit with him, he 
responds: “of course!”

She places her brown paper bag down on the 
table, and she eyes Jared’s dry carrots and wet seeds. 
“Looks like you’re almost done here anyway,” she 
says with a smile.

Jared cracks into a carrot stick, and close-mouth 
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smiles back. 
Jared’s guest unfolds her brown paper bag and 

relieves it of its contents. He watches closely with a 
curious eye. First comes a granola bar wrapped in 
shiny, metallic plastic. A Wonder Bread sandwich 
inside a plastic sandwich bag comes next. And lastly, 
she takes out a yogurt cup. 

Jared stares with contempt at the dairy product 
packaged in a single-use plastic cup. So much wrong in 
such a tiny cup, he thinks. Misremembered stats run 
rampant through his mind. 

Jared continues his watch as she pulls the 
sandwich slightly out of the bag, grips the plastic 
on either side, and bites eagerly into the bread. She 
chews and swallows, and Jared thinks he sees a smile 
while she does so. Then, as if she’s just remembered 
something, she blurts out: “I’m Carley, by the way.”

Jared manufactures a polite smile and responds: 
“I’m Jared.”

“Nice to meet you, Jared,” Carley says cheerfully 
before she bites into her sandwich again. 

Jared attempts to return his attention back to his 
own lunch, alternating between carrot sticks and 
pumpkin seeds. He still hasn’t gotten used to the 
pumpkin seeds, and he finds them tough to chew. 
Their presence in his mouth seems never-ending, 
like a stick of gum. Every few minutes he needs to get 
up to stick his mouth under the tap in the lunchroom 
sink to wash things down. Jared’s hunger grows as his 
piles of food shrink. 

It’s either his own hunger he can focus on, or the 
unethical food being consumed across from him. His 
mind chooses the latter. Watching and thinking about 
all that is wrong with what she is doing, the urge to 
inform Carley of her near-sighted decisions grows 
within Jared, like the fruit fly population around his 
compost pile. She needs to know. How can he not tell 
her? How can he stand by and let her be ignorant 
to so much? But if he does say something, he risks 
driving her off. He risks returning to an empty table 
the next day. 

Maybe he can fight off the urge. Maybe he can let 
her enjoy her food with a smile, and he can enjoy 
sitting next to that smile. 

Jared manages to stay quiet. He holds his thoughts 
in like he did his bowel movements during the first 
few weeks of his diet change. He watches her peel 
open the top of her yogurt. He bites his inner cheek, 
and he sees her look around the table with confusion. 
An audible, oh! followed by a hand back in the brown 

paper bag. What more does she have? he wonders. And 
that’s when it happens. She takes out a plastic spoon, 
and Jared can’t hold back any longer.

His thoughts flow from his mind like a surge after 
the breaking of a dam. They show up in his mouth 
as words, and he can’t swallow them. Out they come. 

“You know, there’s a great documentary about 
plastic use in everyday life that you should watch. 
It’s really quite informative,” Jared says with both a 
level of enthusiasm and a feeling of superiority that 
he cannot hide. 

Carley takes the spoon out of her mouth. “Oh, 
really? I’d totally watch that.”

“Great!” Jared quickly replies, surprised by her 
enthusiastic response. “I’ll write down the name of 
the film for you.”

“Perfect!”
Jared sits back in his chair. The internal struggle 

has passed. He no longer has to worry about 
informing her about the issues related to the plastic 
she’s using. But his body is still tense as he watches 
Carley finish her yogurt. His eyes are no longer on 
the spoon, but on what it holds. 

“You know, there’s also another really good one on 
dairy consumption.”

“Oh, yeah? Maybe I’ll have to watch that one as 
well.”

“Definitely!”
Carley finishes the last of her meal and starts to 

pack up. Jared can’t help himself. “Oh, and one about 
non-organic oats.”

Carley takes a little longer to respond this time, 
but as she stands up from the table, and places her 
chair back where she found it, she says: “Ok, I’ll have 
to get the titles from you some time. Nice meeting 
you.”

“I’ll send you an email,” Jared calls out as she’s 
walking away.

Jared doesn’t hear a response, but he doesn’t 
need one. Getting up from the table he washes his 
hands at the sink, takes a quick sip from the running 
water, and dries his dripping hands on the front of 
his dress shirt. Scurrying to his cubicle with zeal, he 
opens his email and starts a new draft. He ignores 
the email address for now, fills in the subject field, 
MUST WATCH, and jumps to the body of the email. 
He sits there with a wet shirt stuck to his chest and 
a growling stomach, and he types out the list with 
vigour. 

The list goes well past three. 
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P O E T R Y  by Samuel Guest

N O  P R O M I S E S 
R E Q U I R E D

you do not have to promise me anything
our agreement has already been written 

in the silt beyond the hills

high above the crags
the clouds are weaving together 

the story of you and i

from Love Network
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I T ’ S  A 
M A T C H

A R T W O R K by Lea-Maraike Sambale
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F I C T I O N  by Ian Kent

B E F O R E  I 
C O N F E S S

I confess it again and again. What does it look like 
to always come back to this same pew, this same 
church, staring ahead to the altar, but glancing 
at the confessional door, week after week, 

confessing the same thing, never changing? Is cyclical 
forgiveness still forgiveness? The woman beside me 
just smiled at me. Did I just sin again? At least I think 
she smiled at me. Her hair is tied up in a bunch at the 
back of her head, and her hands are resting on her 
knees. I know her. I’ve met her before—at that singing 
thing. God, I’m a shitty singer. Did I just sin again? 
For saying God like that? I went to the singing thing 
because I don’t know many Catholics, and I want to 
meet more of them. They were all there after Monday 
Mass, even the priest, which I wouldn’t have even 
gone to if I hadn’t had the need to confess right after 
paying that woman for, God, I don’t want to say it, 
even think it—it is too difficult to admit even to 
myself. It was last week, and it was sunny. Sitting on 
the beach felt good until I got tired. Now, I’m not 
tired. I’m nervous. I’m not staring at the altar anymore. 
I’m pretending to stare at the confessional door, but 
really, I’m staring at her.  I wish she’d let her hair 
down so that I could touch it. Did I just think that? 
Do I actually want to touch someone’s hair? Is that 
my fetish? Should I confess that? God, what does it 
matter? After what I’ve done, losing all that money in 
that place simply because she said so, that longer 
would be better, she’d do everything, but it wasn’t 
longer, it wasn’t better, it wasn’t everything. We 
couldn’t even finish because cops surrounded that 
barren house because someone was abusing some 
dog. With crack? Was I going to be arrested? Were my 
desires finally to be chained? I had to leave. I had to 
get to work. When I went outside that cop said make 
better life choices and I lied to him saying I just got 
them McDonalds and he wanted to know about the 
dog, and I didn’t know and I just left. God, I wanted to 
kiss her. I even paid her way more just for that, but 
she wouldn’t let me. She wouldn’t let me. I just want 
someone who will transact a kiss. Will I ever stop 

desiring that? Should I confess that never-ending 
desire? If the sin is every inch of you, do you confess 
your very being? The sin of inches. I can be funny 
sometimes. Actually, I can be funny a lot. Even cruel. 
Too cruel. That’s why I said what I said on the beach; 
I wanted to be funny. To show how funny I can be. 
But I ended up being cruel. Their reactions were 
probably the funniest thing about what happened. 
No one laughed, except for me and that other guy. 
Some of them gasped and some of them looked sad 
and that priest just went on and on about clichés and 
how they are important. Grounding truths. 
Cornerstones. She’s looking at me with those eyes, 
blue like the sky even though it’s raining today, and 
she laughs. Did she just laugh? It sounded like 
laughter, and I laugh… because that man from the 
beach who told that horrendous joke is right beside 
me staring past my eyes to the confessional door. I 
remove my hands from my knees and lightly brush 
my hair bun that I so delicately tied. I stare at the 
door too. That door is mesmerizing. It’s so polished 
that it shines. Or glints. There is a thin window at the 
top of it that tapers into a cone. Neither the Priest nor 
the confessor are in its view. It’s a soft laugh, so I’m 
not sure he hears it. I confess that my cheeks are red. 
They’re whispering. Should I confess that? It’s 
eavesdropping. That’s a venial sin. The confessional 
isn’t traditional. You sit right beside the Priest and 
you look him straight in the eye. Even as a Catholic 
woman, I’ve never been afraid to look them in the 
eye. I’ll just tell him the confessional needs better 
sound proofing. Father Samuel is in today, I think. 
We met when I hosted that pro-life workshop for the 
Catholic kids at the high school. His voice was so soft. 
It charmed me. He wanted me to do more talks. 
Perhaps even to the adult parishioners. Yes, maybe. 
Maybe I can do that. Am I nice? My friends say I am. 
They also say I’m driven. Ambitious. Can kindness 
and ambition go together? Or do they clash? Should 
I confess that? Must I always confess it? How many 
times? Seventy times seven? That sounds tiresome, 
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so I lie to him, my boyfriend, my betrothed, instead. 
Is the secret a sin? I lie. I don’t love. I don’t. Am I the 
only one who sins? Have I been staring at that man 
beside me the whole time? He requested we sing 
Hallelujah at the beach, and we sang it. I think he 
liked that. Then that young woman said that cliché 
“Jesus loves us this much,” and she stretched out her 
arms as if she was on the cross, “and died.” And then 
that man who is now beside me on this pew made 
that joke. God, she didn’t have to say it. It doesn’t 
matter if it’s true, or if it’s only true on some level. I 
gripped the sand and groaned when she said it. I 
shouldn’t have done that. It probably encouraged 
him to say the joke. On the beach his hair seemed 
pristine, untouchable. Now among the beauty of the 
church, the iconography in the window of Jesus 
crumpled under the cross, his hair is so messy. I bet 
his house is as messy as his hair. Clothing on the 
floor. Dirty dishes in the sink. Dust everywhere. A 
house needs to be kept in order. I have to be 
comfortable within my living space. He’s cute and his 
eyes change colour. That’s fascinating, isn’t it? He’s 
looking at me too. I blink. I’m so tired, and I rub my 
forehead… like I’m thinking, but I’m not really 
thinking. I’m a priest and I’m just trying to listen. 
There’s two others waiting outside in the pews. I’m 
hidden from them and exposed to this man who 
confesses to me. I’ve heard this confession before and 
respond with worthless platitudes and maybe the 
parishioner feels better, maybe he feels forgiven. 
Maybe not. I should be hidden from him. It is easier 
to accept forgiveness from a mysterious voice. Should 
I renounce my priesthood? Should I confess that? 
How innocent is that thought? Is that the first time 
I’ve thought that? I’ve certainly felt it for a long time, 
but duty breeds you past the feeling. You hope that 
it’s just a cyclical occurrence of emotion, that it will 
go away. That you are happy, that you enjoy your 
work, that you find it fulfilling. Still, how innocent 
am I? Did someone just scream? I ignore the confessor 
and open the door. He’s shocked and stumbles over 
his words. I don’t care. Someone screamed. It’s...
what’s her name? She has her hands on her lips. 
Anne? Anna? No, it’s not that short. But someone 
called her Anne, I swear. It’s something longer. 
Anastasia. No, that can’t be it. I’m close though. Oh, 
and that guy. The jokester. “Jesus only loves you this 
much?” he scorned after that woman said that 
wonderful cliché (yes wonderful!) while stretching 
out his arms maliciously, “That’s not that long. It’s 

not that far. Only that much love? He only loves you 
that much?” I understand it’s a tiresome cliché and 
everyone says it, but did he have to make a joke about 
the length of God’s stretched out arms? Clichés can 
be grounding truths that hold us up like a cornerstone. 
And yet, we still reject it. The image works on so 
many different levels, and not only plays with length 
as a mathematical concept, but plays with it 
metaphysically as well. Length going beyond itself: 
mathematically metaphysical. So, really, it’s not a 
cliché. Annalise! There we go. That’s her. She listens. 
She really listens. Maybe I should tell her. I’ve got to 
tell someone. I’m not sure I can tell another priest. 
I’ve told one already. He’s back in the confessional, 
was just confessing to me, everyone confessing to 
each other—who forgives? It won’t matter. Even if he 
hears it and jokes about it, it won’t matter.  Men are 
usually a bunch of contradictory ideals, and I think 
he knows that, so he’ll understand. After all, I’m the 
one who will forgive him. He has no reason not to 
forgive me. Do I still have that power? If I want to 
leave, have I already left? Has God already left me? I 
reach out my hand to Annalise but that malicious 
jokester beside her on the pew reaches for her hair as 
if to touch the tips that curl over her forehead. But, he 
does not touch. His fingers suspend in unbelief. “Oh 
lord I believe! Help my unbelief.” She grabs his 
fingers and propels them into the braided bun at the 
backside of her head. It’s a swirling temple. His 
fingers scrunch against it and he yelps. Their lips 
mangle into each other—I wouldn’t call it a kiss, but 
I’m not sure what I would call it. Should I leave the 
cloth? It’s a sucking and a crinkling. A nervous 
chewing. Their lips smother over their teeth then 
smash into their cheeks and slobber onto their chins. 
She pets his eyes. It’s grotesque. She screams again. 
He slides off the pew onto the floor. She makes sure 
her hair hasn’t fallen loose. Then, she rests her hands 
on her knees. I cross myself. “I absolve you from your 
sins in the name of the Father, of the Son and of the 
Holy Ghost.” Holy Ghost? Ghost? Who said that? I 
turn—
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Thank you for a wonderful year!

— MW




