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Hello dear Bunburyists!
We have had quite the busy time of it here at Bunbury 

HQ! Firstly, we would like to introduce you to our new addition, 
Siân S. Rathore who has climbed aboard and will be taking care 
the poetry. Taking it for walks, feeding it, making sure it gets 
enough a�ection. Most importantly, Siân will be editing it. �is 
makes us happy. We’re thrilled to have her on board as her 
achievements and skill-set are amazing. We look forward to 
working with her on other projects in the future too! 

At the beginning of August, Co-directors Christopher 
and Keri only went and blinking got married, becoming Mr & 
Mrs Moriarty! In true form, they had a poetry slam, the winner 
of which was Fiona Nuttall who won a canvas painted by Keri. 
�ey cut the cake with a chainsaw so, pretty standard stu� really. 

After that, we went to Edinburgh for the Fringe festival 
as we do every year. We had a great time and, as usual, we 
handed out our interview packs, made new friends and met up 
with old ones too. �ere are lots of pictures and reviews on our 
website, bunburymagazine.com to look at from our trip. �e 
Edinburgh Fringe special feature will be out later on in the year 
so we’ll keep you up to date with that. 

Anyhoo, back to this issue. �e theme was Atmosphere 
and we have loads of wonderful things for you to gaze upon and 
get cosy with including an interview with the wonderful and 
always lovely David Hartley, some fabulous art and photography 
and the usual selection of top class �ction and poetry and much, 
much more. 

We really hope you enjoy this issue as much (if not 
more!) as previous ones. We always are taken aback by the quality 
of pieces submitted to us. We say it every time, if it wasn’t for 
your submissions and kind words, we wouldn’t be here.

�ank you all so very much, sit back, relax and bathe 
your eyes in Bunbury!

Much love,
Christopher & Keri Moriarty

CONTENTS EDITORS LETTER

Christopher Moriarty
- co-editor

Keri-Ann Moriarty
- co-editor



Bunbury Anthology
 As you know, Bunbury is an independent arts-and-literature 
magazine that focusses on grass-roots creativity. We provide a platform for 
artists and authors who would not necessarily gain the exposure they 
deserve through mainstream methods.

          This collection of �ash �ction, short stories and poetry has been 
compiled by the editors, Christopher and Keri...US! It features some of our 
favourite submissions from the �rst 12 issues. The breadth of work covers 
Christmas-time in Wales, the nature of life and death and the home life of 
Wile. E. Coyote. Anything and everything is possible in this o�-the-wall 
anthology.

          You can get your very own copy of the �rst Bunbury Creative 
Anthology today by clicking on this very lovely link.

http://bit.ly/BunAnth



Midnight Drive

Movement, moving, always going, somewhere. 

Di�erent. Not better, but di�erent. Grab hold of a memory, idea or fantasy and seize it, 
force it to tell you everything it knows, every possible word it could say. 

A fantasy, the road to your fantasy, it’s there, it’s coming, another corner and another 
corner. Movement, moving, always going, somewhere. 

Time is perfect too; its dark and the roads are lonely, each house is silent and unmoving. 
�e cars are sleeping, the trees occasionally break revealing that it’s just you. Keep going. 

No one knows. Keep going. Movement, moving, always going, somewhere.

Pause - catch breath - desperate for respite. Running, tired, miles and miles, can’t go on, 
stop. Unless you are being chased. Run for respite.

Movement, moving, always going, somewhere. Some drives are persistent; they stalk, and 
hunt their prey very well. Hard bargain drives, returning to your starting point; was it 

worth it. You could just go.

POETRY



Fog

�ese wet slates – they shine
As though �sh-kissed

With gummy moisture.

Runnels drip
From un-guttered edges

Down my neck.

Pigeons huddle on ledges,
Probably un-bothered by this dull weather,

Being neither cold, nor hot, nor gusty.

Pedestrians shimmer with haloed hair
But the benches on the civic square

Are devoid of picnickers taking a damp lunch.

�e whole of England is smothered with a ratty blanket.
Fog rolls in from the North Sea,

Drowning us with trillions of drops.

My heart is smirched with a �nely-observed gloom,
Bright sunshine but an echoed story

Filched from the past.



“ Colourless, odourless, tasteless, gaseous mixtures; in a Patisserie” 

�e cake vultures were hovering; slowly circling their mouth-watering prey;
You could cut the air with a knife.

You could cut the cakes with their beaks.
You could cut the silence with a knife,

Broken only by the creaking of jaded jewellery; heirlooms from mothers past. 
�ey were not celestial bodies wrapped in a gaseous envelope; 

Not even heavenly bodies…. but…
…Barometers of ugliness, layered in cellulite corset gripping tights,

With permed, bleached, coloured hair, that wasn’t hair at all
But: Ah the pleasure! the sublimity of it all; worth the wait was it?

Yes!
A slice of delicious, delectable, luscious, scrumptious, toothsome, yumminess  
Slid down the gawking gullets of the rapacious raptors, devouring all asunder,

until even their plates were nervously chattering…
…Relief! It’s all over. We’re all safe; for now,

Replete; they waddled quietly away, back to their semidetached suburban nests.
 One, with a backward toss of her head, stole a last longing glance at the fare.

Its truculent beak gave a vulture’s vow to return for one last feast.
You could have cut the atmosphere with a tongue.



On a Sunny Spring Day

It’s good to be on the ground in spring,
like Gulliver in the hands of the Lilliputians.

Rank grasses towering,
criss-crossing, invisibly

strapping your body to the ground.

It’s good to be in the sun in spring.
A perch where �ies can rest

and lay their excrement.
A curio for ants to plunder,

and take bits home.

It’s good in spring
to be sni�ed by a snake,
and licked by a lizard.
Good to be a cradle

for a spider
to hang its web on.

It’s good to gasp at the heat,
snatch for breath,

feel a patch of shade
from an inch-high boulder.

And lie like a weathering rock,
�aking

baking in the sun.

It’s good on the ground,
on a sunny spring day,

to watch the carrion crow
circling above, waiting

to pick your eyes
out.



Tres Bienvenidos
    —Barcelona triptych,1980

1.Pensione Viejo
Corner room with noon-blue walls 

 peeling plaster, thin twin bed 
  old wood dresser, stuck dresser drawer 

Across the courtyard, canary in his cage 
  old man, too, staring from his window sill 

   old brown jacket, old brown cap  

When I bid him Buenos dias  
 he tip-taps out his cigarette 

  pulls the shutters shut

2.Muchachas No Tocas
Up the Rambla, down the Rambla 

 city locals selling country crafts 
  wooden tables, rickety stalls  

Spanish girls strut by, thick dark ropes of hair 
 eyes tagged only on merchandise  

  �owers and seashells, candy and clothes  

I ask the price of a white gauze scarf 
 girl behind the table yanks it from my hand

  spits at me in Catalan:  No, no toquis!

3. Lluevos no Quieros
Sidewalk table, white-coat waiter 

 unfolds a fancy café menu 
   basket full of sticky rolls  

I order café con leche, plate of scrambled eggs
 sit back and watch the promenade 

  parade of tourists, vagabonds like me

�e waiter brings my breakfast 
 scrambled eggs over easy
  cup of co�ee a cup of tea  



Thaw

Here, in this land of brilliant white, it pours a treacle thick
heat onto the pure blank canvas. �e perpetual blaze burns

with renewed strength. Shelves and cli�s glisten;
whispering cracks permeated by deep thudding shifts.

�e ice is breaking.

�rough the early rumble of thunder comes the ominous 
promise of great waves and rising seas. Arctic winds 

rage - gnawing at the ice, forcing it to cry iceberg tears 
into an angry wash, seething and heaving. Few will ever know

the ice is weeping. 

Bitter with cold, the water rises, foaming with clouds of 
frozen needles that dance merrily in the melee. �e rising
writhing tide casts a dark look of stormy anger. It whirls 
and thrashes throwing forth a putrid froth threatening to

terminate the ice.

Joyous summer images happily shatter this wintry armour,
killing the old way. And I, as a fragile �eshy sack of seamless

feeling, only know the present. �e past crumbles - as it
should – and I’ve heard tomorrow’s vows, yet I still fear what lies

beneath the ice.



An Evening with Thomas Dequincy

Walk with me 
Down thin alleys 

In the footsteps of Dequincy,

Near burnt gardens 
Cooked Flesh on sticks 

Born in rotting Cartons,

Small silver Canisters left in streets 
Gutters shine where the night opens 

Beyond the taverns wick;

 I stand 
where once a Lady of the night

Bludgeoned at the bottom of Park Street.

Once dens 
we exchanged heaven for tea,

are now houses with no windows,

Where eyes of the crossed mount 
Reach across a city 

Besieged - In glorious colours of CCTV. 



In the Garden of Spring

In the afternoon garden 
full with �aws and clowns,

sipping apples 
with an ear inside the bragging crowd;

an accent jumps like a bad audition 
for a villains bit part 

from Streetwise Mockney 
Into Afrikaans – 

Potato Skins 
in Tarragon and Paprika;

bearded men carry their spawn 
inside beige Papoose's.

Ramblers gather for latte 
Cappuccino, 
undermining 

whoever serves them! 

Cocaine noses twitching 
like tadpoles in a pond of teenage spittle,

I see them strutting 
swaying like hard shouldered drugstores;

Another afternoon 
With the �aws and clowns of Spring!



The Girl with the Blue Wristbands

She ate chips in the dark 
hiding from that bubble 

light glides in the shadowed patches;
As she waits. 

At night her façade breaks 
make-up running deep,

that once ever so con�dent girl
slides up her blue wristbands;

Each slice a voice breaking on the shoreline, 
with each cut her inner struggles mapped 

from back head of knuckles 
into pale blue vein. 

When daylight shows the mornings crest 
those blue wristbands linger

washed fragrance 
smelling fresh.

No glimpse of blood her scars imprisoned 
only in the room;

Where the Girl with the Blue Wristbands 
feels most alive!



Violets

So when she asked for violets 
To be placed in her hair,

I knew that she would be leaving;

Violet is symbolic; a �ower that appears 
When death becomes her witness,

      
Touch 
Smell

Lingering 

As death chariot streams 
on petals since birth – 
Harbinger be her violet 

Heart shaped leaves 
locked in Purple 

only ever bringing an angel's key; 

So when she asked for violets 
To be placed in her hair,

I knew that she would be leaving. 



Boxed 

She kept her marriage in a box.
She’d had it �fteen years,

since that June day it was received
sparkled with confetti,

a precious thing,
a loved thing,

she showed it to her friends
who gathered cooed and clucked

to see the shiny thing
before she shut the lid,
and took it home again.

It sat in the corner of the kitchen,
sometimes opened up for guests,

displayed on birthdays,
�ne thing envied by all,

the pretty petalled orchid of a dream, 
until

the man who lived there left,
(never sure what he was for).

She gasped;
the box now empty,

her prize possession vanished like the dew.



Summer in Skokie

Rain like an army 
of wooden spoons,

stirs night across the roof. 
Squirrels boil in tree trunks. 

Noon �ashes, unwanted. 
I roll over and count. 

Morning brims with pour-over 
complaints and goat cheese 

on Ryvita garnished with home-grown
arugula. �e neighborhood is leaf-clogged. 

Commuters carefully back out 
a bit earlier than usual. Slow going 

cars generate tsunamis of rainwater
from tire revolutions. Humidity clouds 

the sun and opens minimized pores
to tidings of destruction elsewhere.



Three Blocks from Chance 

�ere’s a grid here, single family homes 
three blocks in each direction, beyond 

which the North and East continue in much
the same manner, to the West park, 

& South the big road & then Walgreens, 
bright red script four lanes away. 

Walgreens, a perfectly ACed ‘nilla-wafer 
box of things you might need 

& chocolate bars. I bought Teen Vogue, 
Coca-Cola, BabyRuths & Reece’s with 

dollar bills saved & quarters sneaked o� 
window sills. But before the Sunday hour spent 

deliberating, I had to get across Dempster. 
�ose four lanes were my most immediate 

chance of getting killed & it drew me 
& the anxiety it held for my younger brother
made it even better. We knew we had to wait 

for a break in the cars & we knew 
they couldn’t see us, but sometimes, I felt 

dangerous or like there was nothing 
to live for & ran for it, eyes glazed open, neck 

stuck straight, leaving no peripheral 
vision & my brother to follow or be left behind, 

but usually, I counted down to the gap: 
3, 2, 1, & shouted ‘GO’. �en to the halfway, 

stopping & looking both ways for the tenth time before
crossing the fucking street. I loved to curse 

when only my brother could hear me. In those days 
he was the only one who saw me. �ose words
pushed o� my tongue felt like another crossing; 

but I learned to drive at �fteen & became 
just another car trying to avoid damn kids 
running Dempster as if I couldn’t see them 

waiting to run out in front of my car 
like they’re being pursued by bandits

& Dempster is the Colorado & cars are crocs
waiting to mangle them & freedom is caught 
through the sensored doors of the perfectly 

temperature ‘nilla wafer box beyond.



RACHAEL BROADHURST
  - ‘SWEET DREAMS’

“Sweet Dreams is a unique photo series 
that features everyday objects replaced 
subtly with candy.  Although the subject 
matter was enjoyably reminiscent of child-
hood, the pictures are deliberately quite 
dark and unsettling in themselves. With 
their gritty textures and sometimes un-
pleasant surroundings, the candy is often 
the most comforting part of the pieces.  
My intention with the work was to repre-
sent the feeling of being 'lost' that many of 
us experience from time to time in the 
adult world and how something as simple 
as a favourite childhood sweet can comfort 
us in even the hardest times. As grown up 
as I consider myself to be, there is still a 
certain degree of joy in popping to my 

local store and purchasing a can of bub-
blegum �avoured soda to drink at my desk! 
I believe that occasionally indulging in 
child-like behaviours prevents one from 
taking themselves too seriously and from 
being too weighed down by adult pres-
sures. 

”I am especially excited for the launch of 
Sweet Dreams because the content is a lot 
less dark than my normal work. My last 
project Shot Proof, for example, focussed 
on alcohol addiction and was a study of 
those a�ected. While I enjoyed putting the 
project together, it was not as fun a crea-
tion process as that of Sweet Dreams. 

“I have tried to make the candy items fea-
tured as realistic as possible so have includ-
ed real-world props such as toast and train-
ers to create a miniature world in each 

picture.  A theme with my work in general 
is to encourage my audience to 'dou-
ble-take'; in this series, my intention is that 
viewers on �rst glance mistake the candy 
for real objects. �is encourages them to 
appreciate the intricacy with which the 
sweet treats have convincingly replaced 
actual items. 

”I hope you enjoy the photographs as thor-
oughly as I enjoyed creating them. For 
more of work, visit 
facebook.com/rachaelamosphotography 
or rachaelamosphotography.com
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S.A. LEAVESLEY

S.A. Leavesley is a journalist, �ction writer, 
poet and photographer, who occasionally 
exhibits and provides cover designs. In 
2008, she was winner of the Droitwich 
Specsavers Opticians’ Life through a Lens 
photography contest. Her website is at: 
sarah-james.co.uk http://www.sarah-james.co.uk/









Oxygen

He called it anoxiaphobia but, in truth, there was no name for it. He’d trawled 
online. Google. Bing. �ey could only tell him about fan deaths, recovery from anorexia 
so he’d sandwiched the words together himself: anoxia-phobia. Pete-Anoxiaphobic. He 
sandwiched his identity together too, wore it like a label in case the very worst should 
happen, in case the oxygen did suddenly and spontaneously leave the room and then he 
could tell everyone that it was what he’d feared all along. Or not. Because, without 
oxygen, he wouldn’t have the air to speak. 

He often woke up gasping, his chest heaving and hacking so hard that he was sure 
his lungs had fallen out of his mouth and into his lap. Once, just once, he wanted to jolt 
awake next to someone, be gasping because they’d not long had sex. Really good sex. 
Hard sex that scrambled his lungs a little instead of this damned fear.

He adjusted his name-tag. No space for his designated surname so he spent the 
evening tacking it on.

“What’s that?” Someone asked. “Like arachnophobia?” No. No it wasn’t.
Among the barstools and the plump middle-agers, she caught his eye. Pretty vintage 
dress. Something wicked in the pattern of the �owers.

“Some people just take up all the air, don’t they?” She said. �at was when he knew.
�ey kissed outside, his lips desperate like a vacuum; sucking all the oxygen from

her mouth and pulling it gratefully into his own.



Scene Setting

Help me set the stage, my darling. I want you in a sort of half-light so that they can 
see the curve of your hip from the front door. No overhead illumination, not the bulb 
from the cooker hood; too clumsy. It’s all about the drama, darling. �e feeling in the air. 
�e French call it ‘mise-en-scène’. It has to be just right.

I step outside and trigger the patio light. You had it installed to keep the skinny 
foxlings from scratching at your breeze-blocks. It was a damn nuisance before but I stand 
in the hallway now and critically appraise you. Backlight. Perfect. Stay there, darling. Just 
there. �e edges of your skin are shining: the tip of your nose, your de�ated collarbones, 
your suspended chin. I like the way it frames the gown I draped from your breasts to your 
navel in ragged, splattered silk. Looks black at night doesn’t it? Just like they say it does. 
I’m pleased.

Of course, when our audience arrives, they’ll add more shades to the palette. Blue. I 
hold my thumbs up like an art school graduate and picture the new colour jumping o� 
the walls, giving motion to your immobility. �e smell of jasmine would complement a 
cooler tint. I �nd one of your joss-sticks and leave it burning on the stairs. Something 
sweet. Sort of an o�-piste antithesis.

I leave like any good director should. I leave you to it. 
Darling, help me set the stage.

Stars

It’s about me again. I know because the words go up and down.
I hold tight onto Lopsidey Bear and pretend that I’m somewhere else. I’m a space-

man, whoosh! We go whizzing o� the carpet and up and out and out so far that we’re 
really in outer space and we can see all the planets like Neptune, which is the sea one, and 
Mars, which is still called Mars even though that’s really a chocolate bar. I like chocolate 
bars but not the ones that Mum presses into my hand; they’ve been made all out of shape 
by the warm of her �ngers and the red of her eyes.

Lopsidey Bear is my space cadet. He clings onto my arm because really he’s scared; 
he hasn’t done many missions before but I do them loads. �e �rst time I did one, it was 
just black and that was a little bit scary. It was black because really I’d just closed my eyes 
and made the rocket sound: whoosh, real quiet to myself. Now I know to do it loud so 
that I can only hear the engines and nothing else.

�e kitchen feels funny when I go back in. Full up. I think that’s all the words that
have been left behind, a bit like stars. Sharp and pointy and strung out across the room.



When the Sun Dips

I can think of nothing more enjoyable than setting out in the shadow of an evening 
to my air�eld. It is true that many of us cannot a�ord to keep such a luxury in their back-
yard, but many of us aren’t aeronauts. A hot air balloon does not need much space for lift 
o�. �e small patch of turf behind my house is enough. From there, I can rise into the
clouds. �e wonder in seeing the streetlights of Vegas from above; after work it’s all that I
want to do.

Wrapping up warm, I set out for my next trip. �e capsule is loaded with a scarf 
and a �ask of lemonade. I hoist myself over the side and land securely on the wicker. Now 
I am �rmly planted in this basket which will soon rise above. All the pre-�ight checks are 
carried out with due diligence; �ying wires, carabiners and instruments. With my mind at 
ease, I am ready to go up into adventure.

Safety is a knotted rope around a hook hammered to the ground. I am anchored to 
my backyard. �e balloon travels only in one dimension, moored like a ship in port. My 
only route is up or down. In this limited scope, the only pathway I have is a narrow pillar 
of air. A sharp tug on lets loose a roar which �lls the balloon. I crouch from the �erce 
heat. Soon the gondola is lifted up. I am cast into the orange heavens.

We rise slowly. Now that I have enough heat, I can relax on the burner a bit and 
enjoy the silence. As the basket is buoyed, I notice a stillness in the evening. �ere is no 
wind. �ere is barely any sound aside from the pilot burner and the faint sound of tra�c 
in the distance. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. My lungs �ll with crisp evening 
air.

�e cord is pulled taught and I hang suspended among the clouds. We have reached
the zenith, a breaking point, the peak of the sunset. I ride this enormous kite trailing in 
the wind and I feel complete, as though I have nothing left to give. When the sun dips 
low and hits the ground I am reminded that I’m still tied to Mother Earth.

It is splendid to look down on the buildings so far below. From up here my hand 
spans entire city blocks and blots them out. �e golden hour casts long shadows over the 
world. Buildings are magni�ed, despite the monuments and hotels looking so small. 
Power lines and cables reach across the city and scratch its edges. �e last drops of sun-
light soak into everything and su�use it with a shine seen only once a day. From my van-
tage point here, I’m in the perfect spot to take it all in.

Night falls. �e gentle tufts of cloud give way to the stars. �e brake lights of cars 
on the freeway and neon from �e Strip beam from beneath me. Meanwhile, out in the 
desert is a boundless stretch of darkness. �e wind picks up and my little craft is bu�eted 
about.

From above, the city is a great glowing grid. I take my �rst sips from the canteen 
and wrap the scarf �rmly around myself. I like to think of the city as a spider web, with 
its white radiating paths. People come and if they weren’t caught, their money gets stuck. 
�e webbing traps a part of them. Of course, I am one of them and sure enough, I am
tethered to the ground.

�e air in the balloon cools and I watch the rope begin to slack. I can feel a breeze 
tugging at me. I’m travelling in a tiny vessel, a ship safe in port. But that is not what ships 
are built for. I �re up my jets and cut the cord so that I fall into an open sky.
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and a �ask of lemonade. I hoist myself over the side and land securely on the wicker. Now 
I am �rmly planted in this basket which will soon rise above. All the pre-�ight checks are 
carried out with due diligence; �ying wires, carabiners and instruments. With my mind at 
ease, I am ready to go up into adventure.

Safety is a knotted rope around a hook hammered to the ground. I am anchored to 
my backyard. �e balloon travels only in one dimension, moored like a ship in port. My 
only route is up or down. In this limited scope, the only pathway I have is a narrow pillar 
of air. A sharp tug on lets loose a roar which �lls the balloon. I crouch from the �erce 
heat. Soon the gondola is lifted up. I am cast into the orange heavens.

We rise slowly. Now that I have enough heat, I can relax on the burner a bit and 
enjoy the silence. As the basket is buoyed, I notice a stillness in the evening. �ere is no 
wind. �ere is barely any sound aside from the pilot burner and the faint sound of tra�c 
in the distance. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. My lungs �ll with crisp evening 
air.

�e cord is pulled taught and I hang suspended among the clouds. We have reached 
the zenith, a breaking point, the peak of the sunset. I ride this enormous kite trailing in 
the wind and I feel complete, as though I have nothing left to give. When the sun dips 
low and hits the ground I am reminded that I’m still tied to Mother Earth.

It is splendid to look down on the buildings so far below. From up here my hand 
spans entire city blocks and blots them out. �e golden hour casts long shadows over the 
world. Buildings are magni�ed, despite the monuments and hotels looking so small. 
Power lines and cables reach across the city and scratch its edges. �e last drops of sun-
light soak into everything and su�use it with a shine seen only once a day. From my van-
tage point here, I’m in the perfect spot to take it all in.

Night falls. �e gentle tufts of cloud give way to the stars. �e brake lights of cars 
on the freeway and neon from �e Strip beam from beneath me. Meanwhile, out in the 
desert is a boundless stretch of darkness. �e wind picks up and my little craft is bu�eted 
about.

From above, the city is a great glowing grid. I take my �rst sips from the canteen 
and wrap the scarf �rmly around myself. I like to think of the city as a spider web, with 
its white radiating paths. People come and if they weren’t caught, their money gets stuck. 
�e webbing traps a part of them. Of course, I am one of them and sure enough, I am 
tethered to the ground. 

Beware: This is Fiction

Stig - he was the protagonist's father - a nasty piece of animal: carpet-burns, humili-
ation.  He'd begin with a smile: a smile that invited your smile in return, delighted as a 
child to share the joke.  Soon enough how you'd pay for daring to respond so beati�cally 
because, he saw, you were laughing at him.  �en there would be bouncing; down stairs 
and across beds, bouncing against walls and over �oors.  Our protagonist knew this was 
normal though.  She learnt to put herself back together again.  Slowly at �rst, some pieces 
were easier than others of course.  Her swivelled head always gave her peculiar di�culties.

�e others: good looking dapper man - cheerful he was, quiet though. Preyed on
drunken women at parties, those too drunk to protest, you know the type. Our protago-
nist was violated in the worst possible manner by him, late at night, whilst crossing the 
gated arboretum he'd shown her how to get into, but had no intention of showing her 
how to get out.

What happened next would have turned anyone stone cold mute. Just look at how 
he gibbers. He looks like people somewhere are telling him things, asking him questions - 
look how he's all confused now? What happened next tripped the switch and the lights 
went out on his eternal soul.   

�e lady protagonist is just lying there, pardon me, face down as he stands back to
brush the dirt from his hands and from his knees... when her face in the dirt whips round 
and turns to look full at his. And he can see this well because she looks to be on �re - all 
lit up. Her body pulls itself from the ground, untangling its mass of limbs like a mario-
nette. Yes, a marionette, one with its poor swivelled head on backwards. And she chases 
him from the park. Once she pulls herself together again, she goes on as normal. He 
merely gibbers. In a parallel universe of course her body is found by some girls stopping 
for a fag on their way to the high school.

Another was the protagonist's friend. �ey shared a �at and everything was hunky 
dory. �en they fell in love with the same woman who loved our protagonist back. But, 
the blind rage of this dear antagonist cast that into devastation, wreaking murder.  
Double murder? A bath-time tryst stumbled into; discovery of our protagonist and her  
love brings down the scorn of the furies, and this friend sets about fouling the bathers to 
lifelessness.  Until, again, her face in the water whips round and turns to look full at her 
friend's. And she can see this well because our good girl looks to be on �re - all lit up. 
And again, see how our angel rises! Bloody bodies discovered in a bath in one universe; in 
another universe, our glorious protagonist strides up to embrace the splendid murderess 
whose addled mind now lives on in both these unique universes.

�e air in the balloon cools and I watch the rope begin to slack. I can feel a breeze
tugging at me. I’m travelling in a tiny vessel, a ship safe in port. But that is not what ships 
are built for. I �re up my jets and cut the cord so that I fall into an open sky.

And one who took a baseball bat to her lovely features. He was strong too; a wiry, 
sinuous, lithesome swarth. He did it with a sneering grin on his face and the deadest of 
dead, dead eyes. He knew he was teaching an uppity bitch a lesson and so he took some 
satisfaction in his work.  Imagine, if you will, the mess of her ragged features; her limbs 
smashed to smithereens.  Her crime?  Her smile, again.  

Whilst discussing a neighbour, a lady of easy virtue, it turned out that our protago-
nist knew this virtuous lady was possessed of a penis.  His face contorts at this under-
standing.  Who would not have smiled to see such contortion on his sinuous, lithesome 
face? Right before his dead, dead eyes died anew.  Because, he saw, she was laughing at 
him.

Watch now as the consequent mess of ragged features on the �oor beside him draws 
your eye and the smithereens they nest in grow animated and shift.  Her face in the carpet 
whips round and turns to look full at his. And he can see this well because she looks to be 
on �re - all lit up. �is time her reassembly is e�cient.  She has to take the merest of 
moments arranging herself while he gawps on, mouth open – dead eyes enlivened by this 
confusion, this dread mess rising and smiling; smiling with a mouth she hadn't managed 
to put on quite right.  Because, you see, she was laughing at him. With her poor swivelled 
head on backwards, she chases him from the scene and any grip on his senses is lost.  

I'm wondering if there's a universe in which this lady goes on forever.
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Electricity

After the train pulled out of the station, I watched the arcs of electricity ladder hori-
zontally between the wires, wondering if the police, or the �re department, or whoever 
would come to �x it. I was getting wet; I had to get out of the rain. I walked down the 
road alongside the railway track, towards my house. �e darkness was sizzling with the 
arcs, streaks snapping across the blackness. �en ahead of me: dual lights like a giant cat. 
A car, its eyes unblinking, swerved at me in the road then swung back with a screech and 
carried on its way. I stopped and watched after it to see if it was a cop car, if it was there 
to �x the wires, but it wasn’t.

I walked across the park to my house. My wife was standing in the front door, wait-
ing for me.

‘Get inside, honey,’ I said to her. ‘Let’s get out of the rain.’
‘What’s that?’ she pointed to the arcs of electricity in the distance.
‘�ere’s some sort of electrical problem at the train station. I think the train must 

have severed a wire or something.’
We stood in our little square house looking out of the front window. �e distant 

arcs looked like miniature lightning; but small, regular, persistent. A niggle, not an ache. 
An ache, not a crushing pain. Almost unnoticeable, but unavoidable. I thought that I 
should ring emergency services. Instead I stood in the window, watching, holding my 
wife’s hand.

And one who took a baseball bat to her lovely features. He was strong too; a wiry, 
sinuous, lithesome swarth. He did it with a sneering grin on his face and the deadest of 
dead, dead eyes. He knew he was teaching an uppity bitch a lesson and so he took some 
satisfaction in his work.  Imagine, if you will, the mess of her ragged features; her limbs 
smashed to smithereens.  Her crime?  Her smile, again.  

Whilst discussing a neighbour, a lady of easy virtue, it turned out that our protago-
nist knew this virtuous lady was possessed of a penis.  His face contorts at this under-
standing.  Who would not have smiled to see such contortion on his sinuous, lithesome 
face? Right before his dead, dead eyes died anew.  Because, he saw, she was laughing at 
him.

Watch now as the consequent mess of ragged features on the �oor beside him draws 
your eye and the smithereens they nest in grow animated and shift.  Her face in the carpet 
whips round and turns to look full at his. And he can see this well because she looks to be 
on �re - all lit up. �is time her reassembly is e�cient.  She has to take the merest of 
moments arranging herself while he gawps on, mouth open – dead eyes enlivened by this 
confusion, this dread mess rising and smiling; smiling with a mouth she hadn't managed 
to put on quite right.  Because, you see, she was laughing at him. With her poor swivelled 
head on backwards, she chases him from the scene and any grip on his senses is lost.  

I'm wondering if there's a universe in which this lady goes on forever.

A car pulled into our street, swinging its headlights onto our lawn. It stopped in 
front of our house and a man stepped out. He walked to the boot of the car and lifted out 
a large, metallic, black object, and placed it on the ground. He was doing things to it: 
lifting something out here, and pushing something down there. At �rst, I thought he was 
some sort of technician. �en I thought, why is he at the front of our house, and not at 
the train station?

I focused on the large object he was working on, and I realised what it was.
‘Keep an eye on him,’ I told my wife. ‘Tell me if he leaves or does anything di�er-

ent.’ I walked to the telephone and rang emergency services.
‘Hello. I am at number sixteen Swan Street. �ere is a man standing outside my 

house assembling a large machine gun. Or missile launcher. Something. Something big.’
‘Was that �fteen Soren Street, sir?’
‘He has a... no... sixteen Swan Street.’
‘Sixteen Swan Street, sir?’
‘Yes, I –’
‘Sir, is there anyone else with you?’
‘Yes. My wife.’
‘What is your wife called, sir?’
‘My wife?’ I looked over at my wife, but she wasn’t at the window anymore. Instead, 

I was looking out the window, at my wife, who was standing in the rain. She was talking 
to the man. He took a handgun from his pocket. My wife was standing outside in the 
rain, while a man pointed a handgun at her.

‘Sir, what is your wife called?’
Susan, I wanted to say, as I looked at my wife. But I couldn’t say anything. And my 

wife’s name was not Susan. I looked at my wife and I couldn’t remember her name. My 
throat was tight and I started to cough. A great wracking cough that bent me over double, 
as I clutched at my throat, at my stomach, at the table, anything.

‘Sir,’ I could hear, over my coughs. ‘What is your wife called?’ I looked up at my 
wife, standing in the dangerous rain, and I couldn’t remember her name. I lay on the 
�oor, unable to stop coughing, and in the distance I heard an explosion.

‘Sir, what is your –’ and the line went dead. All I could hear was my coughing and 
arcs of electricity all around me, and I couldn’t remember my wife’s name.
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We first met David Hartley a 
day before we went down the the 
Saboteur Awards Ceremony in 
London. We are all going on Evi-
dently’s radio show to celebrate 
being nominated for the awards. 
David Hartley was nominated in 
the Best Short Story Collection for 
his flash fiction book Spiderseed, 
which is a phenomenal read and we 
cannot recommend it enough. In 
this interview, we talk to this lovely 
human about his book, the spoken 
word event he runs and some of his 
best and worst memories of per-
forming.

First things first, who is David 
Hartley? Tell us about yourself.

I’m a writing, performing, blog-
ging, country-walking vegan hu-

man-being with a passion for the 
spoken as well as the written word, 
particularly words which form sci-fi, 
fantasy and horror stories. I’m a Pres-
tonian at heart but I’ve been safely and 
happily ensconced in Manchester for 
10 years now and it is a city I absolutely 
adore. I feel like I owe a lot to this cob-
bley, rainy place. 

When did you first discover 
your passion for writing?

I recently re-discovered an old 
notebook full of my Legend of Zelda 
fan fiction which I remember writing 
in the garden of my parent’s house in 
Preston back when I must have been 
around 12 or 13 years old. I’m one fifth 
of a very creative family, so there was 
always some kind of new piece of work 
being conceived in the house in one 

way or another – I think my passion
for telling stories evolved out of that. 
But it wasn’t until I was in my last year
of university here at Manchester when
I properly started to take it seriously. 
That was nearly ten years ago now and 
I’ve been writing constantly ever since. 

Who are your favourite au-
thors and why? 

I could go on forever about my
favourite authors and the list is very
long indeed, but my top names are
always Iain M Banks, JG Ballard, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, China Mieville, 
Alan Garner, John Wyndham, Jeff
Noon – with a nice bit of Shakespeare
and the Greek Tragedians thrown in
for good measure. Each of these writ-
ers play around with similar grand 
concepts: myths, strange futures, the
natural world, dangerous fantasies, the
uncanny valley etc and so on. My fic-
tion plays around in the same forests
and these masters are my go-to touch-
stones for how to do the weird well. 

But I also have to throw in a men-
tion here to local writers & performers
whose brilliant words and performanc-
es continue to amaze and inspire me – 
and help me change, evolve and im-
prove. These include Fat Roland, Abi 
Hynes, Tom Mason, Rob Cutforth, 
Benjamin Judge, Trisha Starbrook, Dan
Carpenter, Joy France, Mark Powell, 
Joe Daly, Nija Dalal-Small – I mean the
list goes on and on. They all know who
they are. Thanks you guys.

What inspires you to write?
Everything and anything that can

be spun into something unsettlingly

weird which will hook in a reader. Re-
cently however, I’ve been finding a lot
of inspiration from the natural world, 
particularly animals - particularly
common, domestic animals. I’ve long 
been an animal lover and animal advo-
cate and these concerns have been
finding their way into my stories – and 
in many ways my attempts to articu-
late my angers and grievances about
animals has vastly improved my writ-
ing. I now very nearly have a full col-
lection of animal-based stories which
look at the roles and representations
of animals in our culture and society in
all their various, contradictory forms. 

You have a book out called 
Spiderseed, what was the inspira-
tion behind it?

Spiderseed is my latest collection
of flash fictions which has been lov-
ingly put together and published by
Sleepy House Press. There are 20 sto-
ries in there, each one of which has
been illustrated by the super-talented 
Emmy Ingle. Also, delightfully, the
collection came Runner-Up at the 2016 
Saboteur Awards in the Best Short
Story Collection category.
          Spiderseed came about when I 
simply decided I had enough flash
fictions written and finished that it
was high time I brought the best ones
together and got them out into the
world a bit more. So each little tale
stands alone and there’s no real thread 
tying them together – although there
are clear common themes such as
nature, myths, ghosts, the uncanny, 
and so on. 

As a whole, the collection repre-

sents the most successful of my flash
fiction experimentations of the last
five years. Flash fiction is a medium I 
love to play around with because, de-
spite the limitations of its word 
counts, it has proved a very flexible, 
vibrant space to mess around in. It
continually amazes me what a writer
can do in just 500 words – or some-
times a lot less than that. I love to see
how much I can do in a limited space
to suggest and hint at something 
much, much bigger and scarier or
more magical. And then it’s up to the
reader to let that haunt and tantalise
them as they fill the blanks. It can be a
very exciting medium to work in, and 
works particularly well in live perfor-
mance. A lot of the stories in Spider-
seed have been crafted through live
performance. 

Do you have any advice for
budding writers?

My main piece of advice is
always: get out and about and meet
other creatives. True writers will 
always write – I don’t think they need 
to be told to push through writer’s
block, or make time for writing etc etc. 
True writers will be so pulled by the
nagging compulsion to create that the
writing will, eventually, with patience, 
happen. What’s more important is to
not fall into a lonely writing pit. So: go
out to spoken word nights, go to the
theatre, art galleries and so on. Join
book clubs, writing groups, film clubs
– whatever you can find which will 
connect you with other writers and 
creatives. You’ll discover people better
than you, people worse than you, and, 

most importantly, people who might
want to collaborate with you. You’ll 
quickly learn common errors writers
make and how to eradicate them, and 
you’ll pick up countless invaluable tips
and bits of advice. And when you
return to your lonely writing pit you’ll 
discover a lot more light shining in and 
your own words will improve vastly. 

What other talents do you
have?

I can juggle a bit. I bake some
rather excellent vegan cakes. And I’m
something of an expert on how to
properly look after rabbits and guinea
pigs given that I have two of the
former and seven of the latter (at the
latest count!).

What are your favourite mem-
ories of performing your work and 
are there any horror stories?

I love performing my writing – I 
like to think performing is just as im-
portant to me as the actual process of
writing. I’ve been very fortunate to

have been involved with many, many
wonderful spoken word events over
the past few years with organisations
such as Bad Language, First Draft, 
They Eat Culture and many more. I’ve
performed a story about Napoleon’s
penis from the balcony in the Historic
Reading Room in the John Rylands
Library in Manchester. Earlier this
year, in the same week, I performed at
an event at the Manchester Jewish
Museum with Bad Language and an-
other at the People’s History Museum
with First Draft. Back in 2012 I per-
formed an apocalyptic Choose Your
Own Adventure story at a freezing cold 
event at Preston Bus Station (of all 
places!) which was superb. And the
performances at the launch of Spider-
seed were very special too, not least
because I had my musician brother on
stage with me wearing a very strange
mask.
          I’ve also done my fair share of
bad shows. The worst was probably
performing alongside Fat Roland and 
Benjamin Judge at the Chorlton Litera-
ture Festival. It was the middle of the
afternoon on a Sunday and we were
put under a marquee inside Chorlton
Bus Station. No-one came to see us. A
small crowd gathered to listen but they
all promptly disappeared half-way
through a story when their bus arrived 
to take them away. We ended up just
performing to each other, which was
fun in its own way. But I think we all 
learned a valuable lesson there.  

Tell us about the event you
host, why did you start it, where is
it and how can people get involved? 

I host Speak Easy at the Sip Club
in Stretford. It’s a monthly spoken
word event which happens on the first
Thursday of every month. The next
one will be on September 1st. It was
Annika Edge at Sip who approached 
me as they were keen to get a spoken
word night going there and I had 
recently moved to Stretford. I agreed 
instantly as it gave me a great opportu-
nity to get involved with the Stretford 
community and meet some new crea-
tive folk.

The focus behind it is simplicity; 
it’s just a small room in Sip with 12-15 
performers a night, 5 minutes each, no
headliners, no egos, no microphone. 
Free entry, community led, safe and 
supportive. We’re trying to make it
into a gentle space to encourage new-
comers and first-timers to try out
spoken word in front of a warm audi-
ence – rather than hitting the bigger
stages in the city centre first, which
can be quite intimidating. 

If people would like to perform, 
they can either get in touch with me
directly or email the Sip Club at 
events@thesipclub.co.uk. 

Where can people get hold of
your work?

All of it is on the Kindle, or
people can get hard copies of Spider-
seed from my website or rare signed 
copies of it can found in the odd little
bookshop here and there. And if
people see me out and about at spoken
word events I’ll usually have a copy on
hand to sell. 

What’s next for you?

I’ve got some lofty plans for the
next few months, including finishing 
off this collection of animal-based 
stories and seeing if I can get it pub-
lished somehow. I already have some
ideas. I’ve also got a novel draft tucked 
away which needs another look and no
doubt there will be some more ridicu-
lous spoken word performances to do
before the year is out. I’m always keep-
ing myself busy…

How can people get in touch
with you?

There’s a contact thingy on my
website, or I can be nudged on twitter
at @DHartleyWriter

Do you have anything you
want to plug?

Apart from Spiderseed, I have a
couple of other collections that might
be worth a mention. My first collection
of flash fictions ‘Threshold’ (Gumbo
Press, 2013) can still be obtained on
the Kindle, as can my collection of
dark Christmas stories ‘Merry Gentle-
men’. All cheap, cheerful, weird, maca-
bre, disturbing and strange. If that’s
your bag, I’m your bag-man.

Apart from eating, name 3 
things you would do with peanut
butter and why.

Reconstitute it on a molecular
level back into its original peanut form
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 We first met David Hartley a 
day before we went down the the 
Saboteur Awards Ceremony in 
London. We are all going on Evi-
dently’s radio show to celebrate 
being nominated for the awards. 
David Hartley was nominated in 
the Best Short Story Collection for 
his flash fiction book Spiderseed, 
which is a phenomenal read and we 
cannot recommend it enough. In 
this interview, we talk to this lovely 
human about his book, the spoken 
word event he runs and some of his 
best and worst memories of per-
forming.

 First things first, who is David 
Hartley? Tell us about yourself.
 I’m a writing, performing, blog-
ging, country-walking vegan hu-

man-being with a passion for the 
spoken as well as the written word, 
particularly words which form sci-fi, 
fantasy and horror stories. I’m a Pres-
tonian at heart but I’ve been safely and 
happily ensconced in Manchester for 
10 years now and it is a city I absolutely 
adore. I feel like I owe a lot to this cob-
bley, rainy place. 

 When did you first discover 
your passion for writing?
 I recently re-discovered an old 
notebook full of my Legend of Zelda 
fan fiction which I remember writing 
in the garden of my parent’s house in 
Preston back when I must have been 
around 12 or 13 years old. I’m one fifth 
of a very creative family, so there was 
always some kind of new piece of work 
being conceived in the house in one 

way or another – I think my passion 
for telling stories evolved out of that. 
But it wasn’t until I was in my last year 
of university here at Manchester when 
I properly started to take it seriously. 
That was nearly ten years ago now and 
I’ve been writing constantly ever since. 

 Who are your favourite au-
thors and why? 
 I could go on forever about my 
favourite authors and the list is very 
long indeed, but my top names are 
always Iain M Banks, JG Ballard, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, China Mieville, 
Alan Garner, John Wyndham, Jeff 
Noon – with a nice bit of Shakespeare 
and the Greek Tragedians thrown in 
for good measure. Each of these writ-
ers play around with similar grand 
concepts: myths, strange futures, the 
natural world, dangerous fantasies, the 
uncanny valley etc and so on. My fic-
tion plays around in the same forests 
and these masters are my go-to touch-
stones for how to do the weird well.  
 But I also have to throw in a men-
tion here to local writers & performers 
whose brilliant words and performanc-
es continue to amaze and inspire me – 
and help me change, evolve and im-
prove. These include Fat Roland, Abi 
Hynes, Tom Mason, Rob Cutforth, 
Benjamin Judge, Trisha Starbrook, Dan 
Carpenter, Joy France, Mark Powell, 
Joe Daly, Nija Dalal-Small – I mean the 
list goes on and on. They all know who 
they are. Thanks you guys.

 What inspires you to write?
 Everything and anything that can 
be spun into something unsettlingly 

weird which will hook in a reader. Re-
cently however, I’ve been finding a lot 
of inspiration from the natural world, 
particularly animals - particularly 
common, domestic animals. I’ve long 
been an animal lover and animal advo-
cate and these concerns have been 
finding their way into my stories – and 
in many ways my attempts to articu-
late my angers and grievances about 
animals has vastly improved my writ-
ing. I now very nearly have a full col-
lection of animal-based stories which 
look at the roles and representations 
of animals in our culture and society in 
all their various, contradictory forms. 

 You have a book out called 
Spiderseed, what was the inspira-
tion behind it?
 Spiderseed is my latest collection 
of flash fictions which has been lov-
ingly put together and published by 
Sleepy House Press. There are 20 sto-
ries in there, each one of which has 
been illustrated by the super-talented 
Emmy Ingle. Also, delightfully, the 
collection came Runner-Up at the 2016 
Saboteur Awards in the Best Short 
Story Collection category.
          Spiderseed came about when I 
simply decided I had enough flash 
fictions written and finished that it 
was high time I brought the best ones 
together and got them out into the 
world a bit more. So each little tale 
stands alone and there’s no real thread 
tying them together – although there 
are clear common themes such as 
nature, myths, ghosts, the uncanny, 
and so on. 
          As a whole, the collection repre-

sents the most successful of my flash 
fiction experimentations of the last 
five years. Flash fiction is a medium I 
love to play around with because, de-
spite the limitations of its word 
counts, it has proved a very flexible, 
vibrant space to mess around in. It 
continually amazes me what a writer 
can do in just 500 words – or some-
times a lot less than that. I love to see 
how much I can do in a limited space 
to suggest and hint at something 
much, much bigger and scarier or 
more magical. And then it’s up to the 
reader to let that haunt and tantalise 
them as they fill the blanks. It can be a 
very exciting medium to work in, and 
works particularly well in live perfor-
mance. A lot of the stories in Spider-
seed have been crafted through live 
performance. 

 Do you have any advice for 
budding writers?
 My main piece of advice is 
always: get out and about and meet 
other creatives. True writers will 
always write – I don’t think they need 
to be told to push through writer’s 
block, or make time for writing etc etc. 
True writers will be so pulled by the 
nagging compulsion to create that the 
writing will, eventually, with patience, 
happen. What’s more important is to 
not fall into a lonely writing pit. So: go 
out to spoken word nights, go to the 
theatre, art galleries and so on. Join 
book clubs, writing groups, film clubs 
– whatever you can find which will 
connect you with other writers and 
creatives. You’ll discover people better 
than you, people worse than you, and, 

most importantly, people who might 
want to collaborate with you. You’ll 
quickly learn common errors writers 
make and how to eradicate them, and 
you’ll pick up countless invaluable tips 
and bits of advice. And when you 
return to your lonely writing pit you’ll 
discover a lot more light shining in and 
your own words will improve vastly. 

 What other talents do you 
have?
 I can juggle a bit. I bake some 
rather excellent vegan cakes. And I’m 
something of an expert on how to 
properly look after rabbits and guinea 
pigs given that I have two of the 
former and seven of the latter (at the 
latest count!).
 
 What are your favourite mem-
ories of performing your work and 
are there any horror stories?
 I love performing my writing – I 
like to think performing is just as im-
portant to me as the actual process of 
writing. I’ve been very fortunate to 

have been involved with many, many 
wonderful spoken word events over 
the past few years with organisations 
such as Bad Language, First Draft, 
They Eat Culture and many more. I’ve 
performed a story about Napoleon’s 
penis from the balcony in the Historic 
Reading Room in the John Rylands 
Library in Manchester. Earlier this 
year, in the same week, I performed at 
an event at the Manchester Jewish 
Museum with Bad Language and an-
other at the People’s History Museum 
with First Draft. Back in 2012 I per-
formed an apocalyptic Choose Your 
Own Adventure story at a freezing cold 
event at Preston Bus Station (of all 
places!) which was superb. And the 
performances at the launch of Spider-
seed were very special too, not least 
because I had my musician brother on 
stage with me wearing a very strange 
mask.
          I’ve also done my fair share of 
bad shows. The worst was probably 
performing alongside Fat Roland and 
Benjamin Judge at the Chorlton Litera-
ture Festival. It was the middle of the 
afternoon on a Sunday and we were 
put under a marquee inside Chorlton 
Bus Station. No-one came to see us. A 
small crowd gathered to listen but they 
all promptly disappeared half-way 
through a story when their bus arrived 
to take them away. We ended up just 
performing to each other, which was 
fun in its own way. But I think we all 
learned a valuable lesson there.  

 Tell us about the event you 
host, why did you start it, where is 
it and how can people get involved? 

 I host Speak Easy at the Sip Club 
in Stretford. It’s a monthly spoken 
word event which happens on the first 
Thursday of every month. The next 
one will be on September 1st. It was 
Annika Edge at Sip who approached 
me as they were keen to get a spoken 
word night going there and I had 
recently moved to Stretford. I agreed 
instantly as it gave me a great opportu-
nity to get involved with the Stretford 
community and meet some new crea-
tive folk.
          The focus behind it is simplicity; 
it’s just a small room in Sip with 12-15 
performers a night, 5 minutes each, no 
headliners, no egos, no microphone. 
Free entry, community led, safe and 
supportive. We’re trying to make it 
into a gentle space to encourage new-
comers and first-timers to try out 
spoken word in front of a warm audi-
ence – rather than hitting the bigger 
stages in the city centre first, which 
can be quite intimidating. 
 If people would like to perform, 
they can either get in touch with me 
directly or email the Sip Club at 
events@thesipclub.co.uk. 

 Where can people get hold of 
your work?
 All of it is on the Kindle, or 
people can get hard copies of Spider-
seed from my website or rare signed 
copies of it can found in the odd little 
bookshop here and there. And if 
people see me out and about at spoken 
word events I’ll usually have a copy on 
hand to sell. 

 What’s next for you?

 I’ve got some lofty plans for the 
next few months, including finishing 
off this collection of animal-based 
stories and seeing if I can get it pub-
lished somehow. I already have some 
ideas. I’ve also got a novel draft tucked 
away which needs another look and no 
doubt there will be some more ridicu-
lous spoken word performances to do 
before the year is out. I’m always keep-
ing myself busy…

 How can people get in touch 
with you?
 There’s a contact thingy on my 
website, or I can be nudged on twitter 
at @DHartleyWriter
 Do you have anything you 
want to plug?
 Apart from Spiderseed, I have a 
couple of other collections that might 
be worth a mention. My first collection 
of flash fictions ‘Threshold’ (Gumbo 
Press, 2013) can still be obtained on 
the Kindle, as can my collection of 
dark Christmas stories ‘Merry Gentle-
men’. All cheap, cheerful, weird, maca-
bre, disturbing and strange. If that’s 
your bag, I’m your bag-man.

 Apart from eating, name 3 
things you would do with peanut 
butter and why.
 Reconstitute it on a molecular 
level back into its original peanut form 
– just so I can write a Buzzfeed article 
about the process
 Place a jar of it on a vacant plinth 
in the Tate and pretend to be Warhol 
for an afternoon
 Sculpt a mound of it into the 
shape of a volcano because that’s 
where we all need to go man, that’s 
where it’s all going to happen.
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I love performing my writing – I 
like to think performing is just as im-
portant to me as the actual process of
writing. I’ve been very fortunate to

have been involved with many, many 
wonderful spoken word events over 
the past few years with organisations 
such as Bad Language, First Draft, 
They Eat Culture and many more. I’ve 
performed a story about Napoleon’s 
penis from the balcony in the Historic 
Reading Room in the John Rylands 
Library in Manchester. Earlier this 
year, in the same week, I performed at 
an event at the Manchester Jewish 
Museum with Bad Language and an-
other at the People’s History Museum 
with First Draft. Back in 2012 I per-
formed an apocalyptic Choose Your 
Own Adventure story at a freezing cold 
event at Preston Bus Station (of all 
places!) which was superb. And the 
performances at the launch of Spider-
seed were very special too, not least 
because I had my musician brother on 
stage with me wearing a very strange 
mask.
          I’ve also done my fair share of 
bad shows. The worst was probably 
performing alongside Fat Roland and 
Benjamin Judge at the Chorlton Litera-
ture Festival. It was the middle of the 
afternoon on a Sunday and we were 
put under a marquee inside Chorlton 
Bus Station. No-one came to see us. A 
small crowd gathered to listen but they 
all promptly disappeared half-way 
through a story when their bus arrived 
to take them away. We ended up just 
performing to each other, which was 
fun in its own way. But I think we all 
learned a valuable lesson there.  

Tell us about the event you 
host, why did you start it, where is 
it and how can people get involved? 

I host Speak Easy at the Sip Club 
in Stretford. It’s a monthly spoken 
word event which happens on the first 
Thursday of every month. The next 
one will be on September 1st. It was 
Annika Edge at Sip who approached 
me as they were keen to get a spoken 
word night going there and I had 
recently moved to Stretford. I agreed 
instantly as it gave me a great opportu-
nity to get involved with the Stretford 
community and meet some new crea-
tive folk.
          The focus behind it is simplicity; 
it’s just a small room in Sip with 12-15 
performers a night, 5 minutes each, no 
headliners, no egos, no microphone. 
Free entry, community led, safe and 
supportive. We’re trying to make it 
into a gentle space to encourage new-
comers and first-timers to try out 
spoken word in front of a warm audi-
ence – rather than hitting the bigger 
stages in the city centre first, which 
can be quite intimidating. 

If people would like to perform, 
they can either get in touch with me 
directly or email the Sip Club at 
events@thesipclub.co.uk. 

Where can people get hold of 
your work?

All of it is on the Kindle, or 
people can get hard copies of Spider-
seed from my website or rare signed 
copies of it can found in the odd little 
bookshop here and there. And if 
people see me out and about at spoken 
word events I’ll usually have a copy on 
hand to sell. 

What’s next for you?

I’ve got some lofty plans for the
next few months, including finishing 
off this collection of animal-based 
stories and seeing if I can get it pub-
lished somehow. I already have some
ideas. I’ve also got a novel draft tucked 
away which needs another look and no
doubt there will be some more ridicu-
lous spoken word performances to do
before the year is out. I’m always keep-
ing myself busy…

How can people get in touch
with you?

There’s a contact thingy on my
website, or I can be nudged on twitter
at @DHartleyWriter

Do you have anything you
want to plug?

Apart from Spiderseed, I have a
couple of other collections that might
be worth a mention. My first collection
of flash fictions ‘Threshold’ (Gumbo
Press, 2013) can still be obtained on
the Kindle, as can my collection of
dark Christmas stories ‘Merry Gentle-
men’. All cheap, cheerful, weird, maca-
bre, disturbing and strange. If that’s
your bag, I’m your bag-man.

Apart from eating, name 3 
things you would do with peanut
butter and why.

Reconstitute it on a molecular
level back into its original peanut form
– just so I can write a Buzzfeed article
about the process

Place a jar of it on a vacant plinth
in the Tate and pretend to be Warhol 
for an afternoon

Sculpt a mound of it into the
shape of a volcano because that’s
where we all need to go man, that’s
where it’s all going to happen.

https://www.davidhartleywriter.com

mailto:events@thesipclub.co.uk



We first met David Hartley a
day before we went down the the
Saboteur Awards Ceremony in
London. We are all going on Evi-
dently’s radio show to celebrate
being nominated for the awards. 
David Hartley was nominated in
the Best Short Story Collection for
his flash fiction book Spiderseed, 
which is a phenomenal read and we
cannot recommend it enough. In
this interview, we talk to this lovely
human about his book, the spoken
word event he runs and some of his
best and worst memories of per-
forming.

First things first, who is David 
Hartley? Tell us about yourself.

I’m a writing, performing, blog-
ging, country-walking vegan hu-

man-being with a passion for the
spoken as well as the written word, 
particularly words which form sci-fi, 
fantasy and horror stories. I’m a Pres-
tonian at heart but I’ve been safely and 
happily ensconced in Manchester for
10 years now and it is a city I absolutely
adore. I feel like I owe a lot to this cob-
bley, rainy place. 

When did you first discover
your passion for writing?

I recently re-discovered an old 
notebook full of my Legend of Zelda
fan fiction which I remember writing 
in the garden of my parent’s house in
Preston back when I must have been
around 12 or 13 years old. I’m one fifth
of a very creative family, so there was
always some kind of new piece of work
being conceived in the house in one

way or another – I think my passion
for telling stories evolved out of that. 
But it wasn’t until I was in my last year
of university here at Manchester when
I properly started to take it seriously. 
That was nearly ten years ago now and 
I’ve been writing constantly ever since. 

Who are your favourite au-
thors and why? 

I could go on forever about my
favourite authors and the list is very
long indeed, but my top names are
always Iain M Banks, JG Ballard, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, China Mieville, 
Alan Garner, John Wyndham, Jeff
Noon – with a nice bit of Shakespeare
and the Greek Tragedians thrown in
for good measure. Each of these writ-
ers play around with similar grand 
concepts: myths, strange futures, the
natural world, dangerous fantasies, the
uncanny valley etc and so on. My fic-
tion plays around in the same forests
and these masters are my go-to touch-
stones for how to do the weird well. 

But I also have to throw in a men-
tion here to local writers & performers
whose brilliant words and performanc-
es continue to amaze and inspire me – 
and help me change, evolve and im-
prove. These include Fat Roland, Abi 
Hynes, Tom Mason, Rob Cutforth, 
Benjamin Judge, Trisha Starbrook, Dan
Carpenter, Joy France, Mark Powell, 
Joe Daly, Nija Dalal-Small – I mean the
list goes on and on. They all know who
they are. Thanks you guys.

What inspires you to write?
Everything and anything that can

be spun into something unsettlingly

weird which will hook in a reader. Re-
cently however, I’ve been finding a lot
of inspiration from the natural world, 
particularly animals - particularly
common, domestic animals. I’ve long 
been an animal lover and animal advo-
cate and these concerns have been
finding their way into my stories – and 
in many ways my attempts to articu-
late my angers and grievances about
animals has vastly improved my writ-
ing. I now very nearly have a full col-
lection of animal-based stories which
look at the roles and representations
of animals in our culture and society in
all their various, contradictory forms. 

You have a book out called 
Spiderseed, what was the inspira-
tion behind it?

Spiderseed is my latest collection
of flash fictions which has been lov-
ingly put together and published by
Sleepy House Press. There are 20 sto-
ries in there, each one of which has
been illustrated by the super-talented 
Emmy Ingle. Also, delightfully, the
collection came Runner-Up at the 2016 
Saboteur Awards in the Best Short
Story Collection category.
          Spiderseed came about when I 
simply decided I had enough flash
fictions written and finished that it
was high time I brought the best ones
together and got them out into the
world a bit more. So each little tale
stands alone and there’s no real thread 
tying them together – although there
are clear common themes such as
nature, myths, ghosts, the uncanny, 
and so on. 

As a whole, the collection repre-

sents the most successful of my flash
fiction experimentations of the last
five years. Flash fiction is a medium I 
love to play around with because, de-
spite the limitations of its word 
counts, it has proved a very flexible, 
vibrant space to mess around in. It
continually amazes me what a writer
can do in just 500 words – or some-
times a lot less than that. I love to see
how much I can do in a limited space
to suggest and hint at something 
much, much bigger and scarier or
more magical. And then it’s up to the
reader to let that haunt and tantalise
them as they fill the blanks. It can be a
very exciting medium to work in, and 
works particularly well in live perfor-
mance. A lot of the stories in Spider-
seed have been crafted through live
performance. 

Do you have any advice for
budding writers?

My main piece of advice is
always: get out and about and meet
other creatives. True writers will 
always write – I don’t think they need 
to be told to push through writer’s
block, or make time for writing etc etc. 
True writers will be so pulled by the
nagging compulsion to create that the
writing will, eventually, with patience, 
happen. What’s more important is to
not fall into a lonely writing pit. So: go
out to spoken word nights, go to the
theatre, art galleries and so on. Join
book clubs, writing groups, film clubs
– whatever you can find which will 
connect you with other writers and 
creatives. You’ll discover people better
than you, people worse than you, and, 

most importantly, people who might
want to collaborate with you. You’ll 
quickly learn common errors writers
make and how to eradicate them, and 
you’ll pick up countless invaluable tips
and bits of advice. And when you
return to your lonely writing pit you’ll 
discover a lot more light shining in and 
your own words will improve vastly. 

What other talents do you
have?

I can juggle a bit. I bake some
rather excellent vegan cakes. And I’m
something of an expert on how to
properly look after rabbits and guinea
pigs given that I have two of the
former and seven of the latter (at the
latest count!).

What are your favourite mem-
ories of performing your work and 
are there any horror stories?

I love performing my writing – I 
like to think performing is just as im-
portant to me as the actual process of
writing. I’ve been very fortunate to

have been involved with many, many
wonderful spoken word events over
the past few years with organisations
such as Bad Language, First Draft, 
They Eat Culture and many more. I’ve
performed a story about Napoleon’s
penis from the balcony in the Historic
Reading Room in the John Rylands
Library in Manchester. Earlier this
year, in the same week, I performed at
an event at the Manchester Jewish
Museum with Bad Language and an-
other at the People’s History Museum
with First Draft. Back in 2012 I per-
formed an apocalyptic Choose Your
Own Adventure story at a freezing cold 
event at Preston Bus Station (of all 
places!) which was superb. And the
performances at the launch of Spider-
seed were very special too, not least
because I had my musician brother on
stage with me wearing a very strange
mask.
          I’ve also done my fair share of
bad shows. The worst was probably
performing alongside Fat Roland and 
Benjamin Judge at the Chorlton Litera-
ture Festival. It was the middle of the
afternoon on a Sunday and we were
put under a marquee inside Chorlton
Bus Station. No-one came to see us. A
small crowd gathered to listen but they
all promptly disappeared half-way
through a story when their bus arrived 
to take them away. We ended up just
performing to each other, which was
fun in its own way. But I think we all 
learned a valuable lesson there.  

Tell us about the event you
host, why did you start it, where is
it and how can people get involved? 

I host Speak Easy at the Sip Club
in Stretford. It’s a monthly spoken
word event which happens on the first
Thursday of every month. The next
one will be on September 1st. It was
Annika Edge at Sip who approached 
me as they were keen to get a spoken
word night going there and I had 
recently moved to Stretford. I agreed 
instantly as it gave me a great opportu-
nity to get involved with the Stretford 
community and meet some new crea-
tive folk.

The focus behind it is simplicity; 
it’s just a small room in Sip with 12-15 
performers a night, 5 minutes each, no
headliners, no egos, no microphone. 
Free entry, community led, safe and 
supportive. We’re trying to make it
into a gentle space to encourage new-
comers and first-timers to try out
spoken word in front of a warm audi-
ence – rather than hitting the bigger
stages in the city centre first, which
can be quite intimidating. 

If people would like to perform, 
they can either get in touch with me
directly or email the Sip Club at 
events@thesipclub.co.uk. 

Where can people get hold of
your work?

All of it is on the Kindle, or
people can get hard copies of Spider-
seed from my website or rare signed 
copies of it can found in the odd little
bookshop here and there. And if
people see me out and about at spoken
word events I’ll usually have a copy on
hand to sell. 

What’s next for you?

I’ve got some lofty plans for the 
next few months, including finishing 
off this collection of animal-based 
stories and seeing if I can get it pub-
lished somehow. I already have some 
ideas. I’ve also got a novel draft tucked 
away which needs another look and no 
doubt there will be some more ridicu-
lous spoken word performances to do 
before the year is out. I’m always keep-
ing myself busy…

How can people get in touch 
with you?

There’s a contact thingy on my 
website, or I can be nudged on twitter 
at @DHartleyWriter

Do you have anything you 
want to plug?

Apart from Spiderseed, I have a 
couple of other collections that might 
be worth a mention. My first collection 
of flash fictions ‘Threshold’ (Gumbo 
Press, 2013) can still be obtained on 
the Kindle, as can my collection of 
dark Christmas stories ‘Merry Gentle-
men’. All cheap, cheerful, weird, maca-
bre, disturbing and strange. If that’s 
your bag, I’m your bag-man.

Apart from eating, name 3 
things you would do with peanut 
butter and why.

Reconstitute it on a molecular 
level back into its original peanut form 
– just so I can write a Buzzfeed article
about the process

Place a jar of it on a vacant plinth 
in the Tate and pretend to be Warhol 
for an afternoon

Sculpt a mound of it into the 
shape of a volcano because that’s 
where we all need to go man, that’s 
where it’s all going to happen.

https://www.twitter.com/siansrathore

https://twitter.com/DHartleyWriter





Let’s Get this Party Started

 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 

Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 

Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 

As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 

I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 

Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

�inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”

It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 

When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 

He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?

“�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 

My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:

“…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”

“Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”

“Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
“No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 

anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”

“…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”

“…My Days them GOT shanked…”
“Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 

time ALLOW…”
“…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 

of borders…”
“…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 

to hear…”

“…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

�e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.

As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.

I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
I must have repeated that line about a million 

times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 

knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 

"Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
�e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-

ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 

His policies? Unclear.
His experience? None.
His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 

this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 

�at was until he found the Solution. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 

During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

�e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 

I hadn’t. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 

"Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
"Did you hear that?"

 "What?"
"I hear Myers." 
"�e candidate?"
I nodded and Dean smiled. 
"Targeted campaigning." 
He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
"Look him up," he said. 
So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 

found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 

If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
I know that, I told myself, but he became an 

unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 

campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 

I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 

“If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 

one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
Together we can make all your dreams come true.
�is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 

di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
“�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 

other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-

ers-related day. 
How wrong I was. 
I could see him get up in the morning and walk 

down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

"He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
"Oh yeah."
�e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
"I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 

Solution."
"He's in my head!"
Dean laughed. 
"So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 

going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."

I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

"Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 

"I can't. I just can't."
I looked through the website details. One enter-

taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 

Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?

I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

�is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.

Not a drop of water.

�e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.

Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

"So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.

I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

"I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

"I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

"So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 

No. Only if it wasn't him.

"Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

"Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

"Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

I smile. Just in time.
I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 

thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.

Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.

Survival or oblivion?

I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.

�e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

"See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.

One for Agatha.
Four for Princess.

I've got one bullet.
Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
Bad choice. Both risky.
�ird option?

I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
�is will work.

A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

"Don't," she says.

I cock the pistol.

I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...

Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.

As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 

We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

But I know I could have lost.

I tell him I'm sorry.

"For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

"No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 

It doesn't come out.

"If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

So innocent.
I want to confess.
I don't.

A Piece of Cake

It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.

I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.

Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.

�e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.

So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.

Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 

�e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.

“�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”

I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.

When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.

“Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.

“Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”

“Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
At which point the nice little girl came back with 

a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
We left her to challenge other customers and 

took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist

But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme

“Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).

“�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”

“It must have been somebody in our row…”
“Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
�e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 

could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.

When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.

“Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”

I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.

She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.

Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.

�ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 

It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 

She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  

Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 

�at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 

�e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 

“What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 

Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 

�e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 

Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.

“Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”

High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.

“Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”

Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.

Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”

“Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.

“What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”

“I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”

Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.

“Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.

We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”

He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.

Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.

I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.

But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”

Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

�e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.

I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 

I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 

I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 

A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 

Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.

�e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 

“Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.

And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.

A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 

“You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
“About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 

looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.

“Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.

“Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.

�e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 

Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 

Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.

“I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 

�e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 

I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.

A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.

�e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.

Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me.



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Let’s Get this Party Started

 
 Ah, Tom Je�rey Blanders, of Ipswich, England. 
Born on 1962, died in 2016. What is to become of 
you this �ne �nal Judgement Day? I’ll just �nd your 
page in the book.  I really ought to have brought 
everyone up here in alphabetical or chronological 
order. Still, it’s not the end of the World is it? … oh, 
actually it is. Now, let me see. Oh my! How regretta-
ble. It’s you! 
 What can I possibly say, except how sorry I am 
about what is about to happen. Despite the fact that 
you are not evil by nature, I fear there is no way I can 
possibly grant you entry to Paradise. �e righteous 
people here are experiencing a party that literally lasts 
an eternity, while you made every party you ever 
threw or got invited to feel as if it was going to last an 
eternity. You have always envisaged yourself as some 
kind of maestro, orchestrating other people’s moods. 
You insisted all your life on subjecting people to 
random petty changes in their entertainments, even 
when they were perfectly happy with things just how 
they were. 
 Looking over your rather pathetic little life, I see 
no robberies, murders, molestations or criminal 
activity whatsoever. You barely believed in my exist-
ence but frankly I don’t care whether anyone does or 
not as long as they are good to one another. Normally 

I would class your behaviour as exemplary, and 
immediately bestow you with your wings and a 
golden halo. 
 Unfortunately, it is your appallingly sel�sh 
attitude to parties that makes me need to reject your 
entry here. You have said ‘let’s give this party more 
atmosphere’ or words to that e�ect, over 1,000 times, 
though you only ever attended a quarter of that 
number of parties, with fewer invites coming your 
way throughout your life. You �rst used the phrase at 
your best friend’s bar mitzvah.  He ceased being your 
friend after that and you had few long lasting friends 
ever again in your life. 
 You have, albeit without malice aforethought, 
changed the music track listings for songs of your own 
choosing rather than just accepting the music choices 
decided on by the hosts. You have obliged guests who 
were happy having a quiet cosy little chat to play 
charades and even set up your own karaoke booths 
without permission, at house parties and even at 
weddings. You often spiked drinks with stronger 
spirits to get people to be ‘more lively’ and ‘with it’, 
whatever ‘it’ is. You were utterly oblivious that this 
practice by you pushed several of your friends to 
outright alcoholism. Your ultimate folly was in 
October 2011 when you obliged hardcore Goths to 
dance to ABBA’s greatest hits. Being thrown into the 
gutter then did not give you the slightest hint of any 
urgent need to change the error of your ways. 

 Your death came after six months without a 
single party invitation, though you knew that many of 
your former friends were keeping parties from you. 
�e end was a result of your tendency to put the same 
music on a pub juke box over and over again to liven 
things up a bit. As much as people like ELO’s Mr 
Blue Skies, there are limits to how often they can 
endure it, and that last night was right after a memori-
al service for a much loved regular pub attendee too. 
It is no surprise that you were drowned in the gent’s 
urinal when their patience �nally wore out. 
 Here in Heaven, my guests are solemnly happy, 
re�ecting on their lives, playing harps on clouds and 
thanking me for their forgiveness. I would rather like 
to keep it that way.  I am not prepared to allow your 
obsession with livening the atmosphere up a bit to 
spoil any of that. �is is not a place for casually 
introducing a sing-song, strippergrams, musical chairs, 
drinking games, spin the bottle or any of your other 
obsessive interruptions to leaving things just as they 
are. I see you were even trying to get people awaiting 
judgement to join you in a conga line on the way in 
here. I’m so glad they did not support your attempt. 
 Some of the people who met you in life have 
already entered, and each of them begged me in 
passionate tears to keep you away from them when 
they meet up in a reunion with their loved ones. I feel 
reluctantly compelled to oblige. My son died to save 
people from their sins, but he did not die forgiving 
someone for making people wear funny paper hats 
while he took multiple sel�es with them. 
 As you are not wicked by any de�nition. Hell is 
not for you, and Satan’s agents like to rock things up 
mightily, which you might spoil with insistence on 
calling for rounds of pass the parcel anyway. Satan 
actually sent me a letter speci�cally asking me not to 
include you on his guest lists. For once I am inclined 
to agree with him. 
 I am therefore sending you alone to a place with a 
great deal of your favourite word, Atmosphere – I am 
letting you survive, while feeling the pressure to its 
max, in a place with 317 times greater mass than the 
Earth on which you made so many lives insu�erable. 
It is extremely cold, and a predominantly hydro-
gen-helium environment of extreme density. �e 
helium is appropriate given how often you used 
helium balloons to get people talking in squeaky 
Donald Duck voices whether they wanted to or not. 
Like yourself, the World you are going to is full of 
gas.  You will hear the song, Atmosphere, as sung by 
Russ Abbott, played over and over again, loudly 
forever. Enjoy your eternal one man party with lots of 
atmosphere, on Jupiter. �ere will be lots of cold stale 
sausage rolls for you to eat. Goodbye Tom. 
 Who’s next? Ah, Judas Iscariot. Let me just �nd 
your page. �e name sounds familiar…. 

The Vertigo Effect

 I get all the news I need from “�e Metro” on the 
move: “Dozens Killed in Surprise Attack. Capital City 
Declares Martial Law!” I heard the story on the drive 
to the tube station; the details depressingly familiar; 
the scale horri�cally ampli�ed; the newscaster’s voice 
dry with fatigue. Nevertheless, I read every word. 
Four separate incidents; synchronized and co-coordi-
nated; automatic guns and homemade explosives; the 
worst of it in a city centre night club. A city centre 
that I enjoyed visiting three, short weeks ago. 

 �inking about clutching her close, I put down 
the paper and look at each face near me. Everyone’s 
reading the same story, everyone’s thinking the same 
thing: we all know that it’s going to happen here 
again, the only question is “When?”
 It runs through me. Like it always does on the 
solo morning jaunt. First, the question: what would I 
do? Next, the fantasy: a kind of re-construction of an 
event that hasn’t happened. �at hasn’t happened yet. 
A composite of various news stories I’ve read and 
footage I’ve watched, stitched together with my own 
personal context. Compellingly grotesque, it goes 
something like this:

 Nine on Friday morning and we’re on the 
platform at London Bridge. It’s as busy as you’d 
expect and we let two tubes pass before squeezing into 
the third. I carry her onto the cramped train but most 
people still think it’s cute to see Daddy with daughter 
so, if they notice us, they try and make space. She’s 
gotten bigger and heavier lately, and I have too, so I 
plant her next to me in the forest of commuters and 
hold the rail whilst she holds my leg. I look down at 
her and she looks up at me and we smile and pull 
faces and if she looks away I tickle the top of her head 
and then she looks up at me and the whole circus 
starts again. All of this in a tube carriage so full that 
when the doors open people spill out on the platform, 
even if only to get back in again. It sounds like hell 
and, for those of us that know, it really is, but we’ve 
made it our hell and sometimes hell ain’t a bad place 
to be. At Green Park the crowd thins a little and 
sometimes we get a seat here. It’s not that there are 
seats free but now people can see down the aisle and 
kind souls o�er seats to single parents with children. 
I’m never too proud to say no. 
 When we’re sitting and the train pulls o� it starts. 
My reality merges with factual reportage. A chanting, 
almost melodious, starts down the far end of the 
carriage and ice infuses my spine. In slo-mo I turn to 
look and, because this is my imagining and I have 
�nal cut, my vision zooms in on him as the back-

ground of the tube door and window into the next 
carriage zoom out, just like that shot of Chief Brody 
in Jaws. 
 He’s just how he looks on the CCTV footage 
we’ve all seen: hoodie, NYC baseball cap, gangly and 
lean, backpack open at his feet, hands reaching in. His 
face is darkened and pixilated, completely indistinct 
but completely di�erent to ours. Sparks start to �zz 
and smoke churns as the chanting reaches a fanatical 
crescendo. Without thinking but, because I’m direct-
ing this, thinking completely, I wrap my arms around 
her, turn and drop just as the �reball explodes down 
the aisle followed by a deafening roar. My hoodie 
disintegrates as the skin and �esh from my back are 
immediately �ayed. �e smell of burning hair �lls my 
nostrils as the back of my head is �ambéed. Skin melts 
like wax and drips down in dual pools on either side 
of her little face. Gone insane as eyes fry, I somehow 
raise my head up to look at her. Is she…?
 “�e next station is Green Park. Please change for 
the Victoria Line.” Cut. Rewind. Put it back on the 
shelf. I’ll play it again next week.      

 Later. �e last leg of the day. �e slow train from 
Purley to London Bridge. I ease back into the com-
fortable seat, headphones on and start to let myself 
relax. It’s been an early start and a long day. Lots of 
travelling through the heart of the biggest and busiest 
city in Europe. All for a precious few hours with a 
little girl. Precious hours hard fought and hard won. 
 My phone’s tuned into the news at discussion 
time, the attack is the hot topic. �e panel of experts 
alternate between soft right condemnation and hard 
left explanation. I glare with peripheral vision at the 
young group who get on at East Croydon, their 
hoodies and backpacks imply a foreshadowed intent. 
�ey’re loud and urban, gate-crashing the urbane:
 “…no solutions until we get all vested parties 
sitting around a table with each other…”
 “Chancellor Merkel will never admit this but she 
must already be deeply regretting her rash and ill 
advised act of charity…”
 “Yeh Yeh YEH She a scet bro TOE-tal SKANK” 
 “No right thinking citizen of the world can feel 
anything but utter condemnation for the perpetrators 
of this diabolical act…”
 “…whilst it’s tempting to sit in judgment on 
these shocking acts, the solution lies not in aggression 
but mediation…”
 “…My Days them GOT shanked…”
 “Aw no fam that is fun-NEE they got jacked BIG 
time ALLOW…”
 “…punitive economic sanctions and a tightening 
of borders…”
 “…listen to all voices even if what they say is hard 
to hear…”

 “…this tune is SIC bruv Lis-SEN”

 �e tinny phone speaker cuts like a thin razor. 
Grimy, processed beats spit and I know I’m on 
borrowed time before the free-styling starts. I’ve had 
enough of both conversations. I shut o� my phone 
and am up and out at Norwood Junction, ten paces 
down and into the next carriage. I collapse into a seat 
and, shot with adrenaline, close my eyes. When I 
open them I’m staring right at him.

 Sitting opposite, backpack at his feet, brown 
hands clutching �e Evening Standard (�nal edition), 
black hair and hoodie just visible atop the newspaper, 
he’s unmistakable. I stare at the front page, my eyes 
boring through the paper just willing him to look, 
willing him to move for the back pack; wanting it. He 
does nothing, turns a page, keeps reading. My eyes 
focus in on the front page story: the same one I read 
this morning, same photo; but there’s something else 
in the sidebar. Six months ago an attack on a beach; 
machine guns; twenty dead, mainly British tourists; 
the usual suspects; the usual outcome. But something 
di�erent: many lives saved because of a human chain. 
�e resort employees, the same as the attackers, hold 
hands and walk up the beach, a �esh wall of faith 
between the killers and the dying, the wounded. �e 
message: if you want to kill them, you have to kill us. 
�e risk: bullets tear through soft �esh creating 
orphans and widows with indiscriminate precision. 
�e gamble: no one kills for nothing, no one dies for 
nothing, 50/50. �e result: the gamble pays o�. Lives 
are saved. Six months later, now, they are losing their 
jobs because the tourist trade has dried up. �ey will 
struggle to feed their families. Story contd. on page 6. 
Camera on me for the Chief Brody shot: zoom in, 
background out.
 As I cut back into reality, he has lowered his 
paper. He’s watching me watching him. Staring at 
him. In his brown face his eyes are o�ensive with 
defense, dry with fatigue. Eyes that are blue. �e same 
colour as mine. �ey are full of questions.
 I don’t have any answers.

Vote Myers

 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I must have repeated that line about a million 
times to myself over the last couple of months. He 
was in the subway, on billboards and even on the city 
skyline. His messages were spread across newspapers 
and television. His goal was clear: use his massive 
fortune to become the next president of the United 

States. 
 It hadn't bothered me at �rst. I saw him but I 
knew he wasn't there. I took the metro, I stared at his 
name and face. I heard the messages, they were echoes 
of a man desperate to reach out to people. 
 "Vote Myers, YOUR next president!" 
 �e message was repetitive, the campaign lacklus-
ter. All he did was shout "Vote Myers" and that was 
the end to it. 
 His policies? Unclear.
 His experience? None.
 His private life? A mess. We all knew that. Yet, 
this brash billionaire tried what he could and failed to 
get anywhere. 
 �at was until he found the Solution. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He wasn't there but his voice was. It startled me 
the �rst time. I had never experienced such a booming 
voice coming from deep inside my head. Myers's 
voice echoed throughout my skull and wouldn't let 
me be until I left the underground and made my way 
to work. 
 During lunch, I pointlessly browsed through a 
few websites. Hunger in Africa, droughts in Europe, 
World War III at our doorstep. CNN, whatever had 
become of you? 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 �e voice was back! At �rst I thought I switched 
on another one of those campaign ads. 
 I hadn’t. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I looked around but no one else stirred in my 
o�ce. 
 "Dean," I said to my neighbor. 
 He readjusted his glasses and looked at me. 
 "Did you hear that?"
 "What?"
 "I hear Myers." 
 "�e candidate?"
 I nodded and Dean smiled. 
 "Targeted campaigning." 
 He pressed a �nger against his temple. 
 "Look him up," he said. 
 So, I did. I googled the son-of-a-bitch. He had 
found the Solution. He found a way to broadcast 
campaign ads into my brain. If I came close to an 
internet server, I was at risk of being infected by the 
loudmouthed jerk who turned his boring catchphrase 
into a continual drone. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 What horrors. �at voice ate away at my brain 
and deprived me of my sleep for the �rst two weeks. 
 If I can't see him, he doesn't exist.
 I know that, I told myself, but he became an 
unfaltering presence on the subway, at work and in 
every public place I wandered into on my way to 
nowhere. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

  Yes, you made your point! I shouted at myself. 
 I wondered if anyone else heard the monotonous 
 campaign ads but not a single person in the crowds 
around me stirred at the sound of the slogan that 
played over and over again inside my brain. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 I could just imagine the idiotic grin from his 
campaign posters, his assertive pose and even the 
blonde, blonde hair, dyed and �attened, as if glued 
against his head. �e man's booming voice was the 
last thing I needed before going to sleep, but there he 
was in bed, lying next to me, �ashing his fake-white 
teeth. 
 I didn’t know what server I was picking him up 
from. I had destroyed mine weeks ago. 
 “If I can't see you, you don’t exist,” I said. 
 He rested his blocked head on his hand, raised 
one eyebrow and gave me a warm grin. 
 Together we can make all your dreams come true.
 �is was a new line. It wasn’t original but it was 
di�erent from his usual index of rehashed lines. 
 “�is is a nightmare,” I said and I rolled onto my 
other side and closed my sleep-deprived eyes. 
 Perhaps tomorrow would bring a new non-My-
ers-related day. 
 How wrong I was. 
 I could see him get up in the morning and walk 
down the stairs, sit at the table and have a cooked 
breakfast with me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He jabbed his �nger at me, the grin appeared on 
his face and he got up and went for the toaster. He 
smelled the burning bread inside. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 He repeated the line and his �nger shot out 
again. �is was no longer a fantasy. He was walking 
around in my kitchen. He disappeared after a few 
minutes at the blink of an eye. 

 "He was in my kitchen," I told Dean. 
 "Oh yeah."
 �e man looked too relaxed with all this. 
 "I told you. Targeted campaigning. He found the 
Solution."
 "He's in my head!"
 Dean laughed. 
 "So it appears. He's in all our heads. He's not 
going to leave for quite some time. Check the web-
site."
 I did. I went onto myersforpresident.com and 
saw him proudly present his pet project: interactive 
campaigning. Myers appeared next to me. He ignored 
Dean and focused all his attention on me as he point-
ed to the screen, explaining how he emerged as a 
mirage to every potential voter in America.

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

 "Just ignore him," Dean said as I stared at the 
non-existing �gure of the next president of our 
United States. 
 "I can't. I just can't."
 I looked through the website details. One enter-
taining graphic showed how much of Myers's personal 
fortune was being put into his Solution project. A 
large money bag endlessly poured gold coins into the 
graph. He's spent millions and millions on it and 
there was no end to his fortune yet. 
 Another half year to go. Six months of relentless 
campaigning. How would I last?
 I dropped to my knees and prayed for an end to 
politics, holding my hands tightly together. I looked 
up but there was nothing there but the bright neon 
lights of my o�ce �oor. Myers sat next to me, praying 
as well, turning his head towards me. 

 Vote Myers, YOUR next president!

Wolf & Otter

 �is highway is like a corpse's veins. �e �ow has 
stopped, leaving naught but the car wrecks.
 Not a drop of water.

 �e zip-cu�s feel cheap. If Agatha didn't have my 
gun, this would be simple. Princess doesn't help.
 Sorry, I got ahead of myself. You don't know 
them.
 Lucky.

 Agatha's a librarian gone dictator, horn-rim 
glasses and an iron �st. I got her once in the shoulder 

before she disarmed me. She's not the thing making 
my neck sweat.

 Princess rolls her head back and gurgles. She's 
like an old statue made out of schoolgirl parts. Agatha 
caught her out where the brambles grow. �ere's four 
bullet-holes in her (I think) torso, and they aren't 
bleeding.

 My knees hurt from kneeling on the concrete. I 
cough.

 "So this is how civilized people do it," I say. 
Princess growls; even she's smart enough to spot a 
jibe.

 Agatha runs a knuckle down his cheek, keeping 
eyes on me. "Dear," she says. "However did this 
happen?"

 Movael turns his face down but I lock eyes with 
him. Wide-saucer oculars, green like grass, skin as 
smooth as the underbelly of a pig.
 I smile; don't worry your pretty little head, otter. 
I �nd the right position for the zip-cu�s - just thirty 
seconds.

 Agatha turns to me, crinkling her nose. "How did 
you break him?" she says.

 "I didn't need to," I say. "He broke himself."

 She marches over and I remember who's got his 
hands bound. Too late to prepare, the butt of my 
revolver smashes my nose open. Movael's in tears and 
Princess is licking her lipless gums.

 Agatha squints. "Who sent you?"

 "I'm a wanderer," I recite, trying to shift my 
hands just right. "I go where I please under the law of 
the land. I hold no oath and swear no fealty. I only 
take what will keep me going."

 Don't tell anyone, but I'm still Rust Federation. 
Old habits die hard. Besides, the motto's still true:
Everything rusts.

 "So you wander in, and he sees you, and he just 
falls for you?" she waves her pistol as Movael; 
wouldn't it be funny if it went o�? 
 No. Only if it wasn't him.

 "Isn't that how it works?" I gasp. "Oh, of course, 
you wouldn't know anything about that kind of 
thing, would you. You see, when two people like each 

other very much--"

 One more pistol-whip, one more bruise. I just 
need �ve more seconds.

 "Luke, shut up, please!" says Movael. "She means 
it!"

 "Quiet, dear," Agatha pushes my chin up with 
the barrel, up toward the grey sky above. "Take one 
last look."

 I smile. Just in time.
 I push my hands out and break the zip-cu�s - 
thank God the bitch wouldn't spend a cent on rope, 
that's hard to slip - then make a grab for the gun.

 In the ballads they talk about duels that last days, 
every minute a turning point.
 Really, it's that one nanosecond. It always asks a 
question.
 Survival or oblivion?

 I choose survival. I leap up, pull the gun out of 
her hands, and smash her face open.
 �e sight of her bleeding in the dirt is going to be 
a fond memory.

 "See?" I say through gasps. "Not nice, is it?"

 Princess growls, legs and hands and limbs push-
ing across the ground toward me. I take aim, only I 
see Agatha take out a knife from her shoe - long and 
nasty. Movael steps back, shoulders hunched and 
trembling.

 I'm about to pull the trigger when I count the 
shots I made an hour ago.
 One for Agatha.
 Four for Princess.

 I've got one bullet.
 Princess or Agnes. Agnes or Princess.
 Bad choice. Both risky.
 �ird option?

 I'm aiming down the sights at Movael.
 �is will work.

 A bead of sweat's running down Movael's 
forehead and I see the tight breathes he's making. It's 
the only thing I hear. In this world, only he and I 
exist.

 Agatha �xes on me. She dismisses Princess with a 
wave, who slinks back with a growl.

 "Don't," she says.

 I cock the pistol.

 I see the twitch near her eye and I know I've won. 
I holster my gun. Princess tilts her head and some-
thing in her ribcage creaks. Movael runs over and 
holds me tight.

 Agatha is digging her �ngernails into her palms. 
"Get out of my �ef," she says.

 I do a little bow, wrap my arm around his waist, 
and walk with him down the road away from that 
goddamned �ef.

 Luke and Movael. Wolf and otter. Together at 
last, after all that bullshit.

 I think about the revolver in my holster. It was a 
smart move, alright. I mean, it was a good thing 
Princess didn't rush me, or Agatha didn't throw the 
knife. I might have panicked, pulled the trigger, and...
 Down goes Movael. Bleeding in the dirt like 
Agatha.
 As we walk, I think about how it would have 
been. Movael dead on the ground. 
 We pass roadkill breathing its last and I know 
that's the noise he would have made.

 It's bullshit. It wouldn't have happened, I was in 
control. It was a gamble, but I won it.

 But I know I could have lost.

 I tell him I'm sorry.

 "For what?" he says. His lips curl, he always does 
that when he �gures something out. "Oh, the gun. 
�at was a nice trick, wolf."

 "No, it could have gone really bad," I try to 
articulate the hypothetical fear, that grief that comes 
from knowing in some other life you murdered your 
love just because you had a hunch. 
 It doesn't come out.

 "If she knew the gun was empty," his gaze falls to 
the ground. "You'd be dead."

 So innocent.
 I want to confess.
 I don't.

A Piece of Cake

 It was when Lucetta started to giggle after the 
singing-waiter dropped a piece of pastry on the stage 
that I began to feel uneasy about bringing her. She’d 
never told me before she liked opera and when I told 
her– in bed – this was going to be a mystery treat, all 
she said was how would she know what to wear. So I 
had to tell her it was the opera.
 I suppose that was a fair enough reaction, particu-
larly from Lucetta who ran the lingerie department at 
our big department store and didn’t have much 
contact with classical music, but I felt a bit annoyed at 
the time. �e opera house expected people to turn up 
in formal dress. So she spent several days thinking 
about what to wear rather than asking me questions 
about the opera, and when we �nally got to our (very) 
expensive seats even she was impressed by the atmos-
phere. 

 It was in the �rst act that the big operatic party 
took o�. All the waiter had to do was to lead a quickly 
moving team of colleagues out of the wings into 
centre-stage to start the proceedings. But whoever 
prepared his head-high dish had not given enough 
attention to one of the pastries, with the consequence 
that it fell ( noiselessly of course with all the accompa-
nying music) more or less in the middle of the stage.
 Lucetta nudged me with her sexy warm elbow, 
pointed to the little scene of disaster and could not 
resist a “Naughty boy, he’ll get a telling o� from the 
Head Waiter”.  It was, after all, her �rst opera but I  
detected an uneasy shifting of the  large-bottomed 
woman on my left-hand side, who was clearly of the 
school that says Nobody talks at Opera (except of 
course people on stage). I resisted the temptation to 
tell Lucetta not to whisper, but held my �nger to my 
lips.
 �e incident was trivial, but I’m afraid I’ve often 
been aware of how things like that stick in my mind,  
the way Lucetta leaves the top o� the tooth-paste 
every morning, or the fact my boss wears a tie and 
doesn’t button up the top of his shirt. I just keep 
being irritated by these things, which perhaps explains 
why I’ve always been regarded as a bit conservative, 
never got to the top of my department.
 So I didn’t need  Lucetta’s little gasps and prods 
as the scene went on to draw my attention to the fate 
or otherwise of the little piece of pastry and how the 
(large) cast took careful e�orts not to put their foot in 
it – as it were. I kept wondering whether they were 
getting messages from the wings in some form of 
operatic code which meant “Watch that cake”, or 
something similar. Or would the producer be gesticu-
lating at the piece of cake and trying to tell one 

member of the cast to get rid of it? You see what I 
mean? Once I got hold of the idea, I couldn’t put it 
down, and lost track of the music.
 Fortunately there was a big choral number some 
ten minutes later in which the whole scene was 
covered by whirling dancers  and I could feel even 
Lucetta was absorbed by it, or so I thought, and quite 
overwhelmed by Verdi’s music. In which I wasn’t 
quite correct because as soon as the scene emptied, 
leaving only the two main characters to warble at each 
other, she pointed me again to where the cake had 
been dropped: “It’s gone!” she hissed. Someone, in the 
hustle and bustle of the dancing, had managed to 
secrete the by then no doubt inedible piece of pastry. 
 �e subject dropped until the interval. Lucetta 
needed to make a quick visit to the car where she’d 
left her handbag (what women’s handbags contain 
that makes them essential will always be a mystery to 
me) and we trudged in the still hot sun of 6 o’clock to 
the carpark on the hillside, a sprawling area that 
probably held a few hundred vehicles.  

 We searched for ours..and searched….and 
searched. Lucetta �nally took her shoes o� and sat on 
the grass while I did the searching. Your brain begins 
to get addled as the searching is repeated. Of course I 
knew my car: a yellow Fiat of recent vintage, so small 
admittedly as to hide behind the bulky Hondas and 
various station wagons of the more opulent clients. In 
the end I felt I would have to appeal to the carpark 
attendants who were to be seen chatting at some 
distance at the other end of the area.  I did not appre-
ciate laboriously (and foolishly) telling them I’d lost 
(had stolen?) my own car. Suddenly Lucetta called 
and pointed (that was how she did things): the car was 
in the middle of a row parked between two Chelsea 
tractors out of sight unless you stood behind it.
 “�at was silly,” said Lucetta. “I knew it was 
there”
 I said nothing and she followed me back to the 
restaurant for an interval meal. Manned by waitresses, 
who behaved more like good-humoured school-chil-
dren, we nevertheless enjoyed a break from high 
music and the hot car park. Lucetta was certainly not 
out of place in a striking black dress that revealed to 
me every time she leaned over the table why I had 
chosen her. All right, so she just ran the lingerie 
department in the local town’s big store, but she had a 
certain assertiveness, which probably appealed to 
ladies uncertain of what they wanted, and always 
earned her a comfortable commission each month, 
over and above a shop girl’s salary.
 When we reached the dessert stage (Fetch your 
Own), Lucetta chose a creamy pastry because it 
“reminded her of the opera”. I told her I hoped there 
were more important things that would remind of the 

opera, but she merely remarked, “Some people don’t 
like cakes”, a cryptic remark that I must admit was 
beyond my depth to question. We had a bottle of red, 
the cheapest on the list;  I was very cautious, I had to 
drive back, unlike Lucetta who over-indulged as usual 
and disposed of a generous half of the bottle, and 
became more voluble with each passing minute.
 “Aren’t they all rather old in here!” it was a 
statement rather than a question. “No dishy waiters.” 
this was heard by the table alongside us and another 
severe woman stared in our direction. “�ey’re all on 
stage,” was my rather brilliant response; “�ey can’t 
do two jobs”. Lucetta laughed: “�at was a piece of 
cake which no one wanted.”

 When the waitress came, we couldn’t agree on 
the bill which represented the items separately, and 
needed to be added up. �e 6th former couldn’t do it 
despite my telling her: “It’s £90 ” and had to go back 
to her boss at the entrance to get the �nal version.
 “Nice little girl,” said Lucetta, “even if  she can’t 
add. Still who needs to add nowadays?”
 “Waitresses in restaurants,” I said.
 At which point the nice little girl came back with 
a smile and said: “You’re right. I just can’t do maths.”
 We left her to challenge other customers and 
took the path that led down to the river. My arm 
found its way round Lucetta’s waist and drank in her 
wine-soaked breath, and on a river bank seat we 
fondled, until she whispered: “I’d like a lavatory”. We 
trailed our way back along the riverbank  for the 
second act and the lavatory  with Lucetta adorably 
putting most of her weight on me, so that I could trail 
my hand behind her below the level of her waist
 But then we got to the entrance and divided 
direction for the next �ve minutes until I stood 
waiting for her again at the door to the Circle as the 
masses started returning. “Good lavatories” said 
Lucetta conversationally, “I love good lavatories.”  She 
was in her agreeable dreamy mood which usually 
pre�xed taking a nap, and which surrounded by the 
audience would not have been popular. Bending 
down at our seats to pick up the programme where 
we’d left in on the �oor, we could only scrabble round 
in surprise. Gone! Like the piece of  cake in Act 1, it 
had disappeared as mysteriously into thin air (the 
thought struck me was air ever not thin), and we’d 
been robbed of £10 worth of programme
 “Go and tell them,” hissed Lucetta, as the rest of 
the audience settled down around us. “I was going to 
tell you not to leave it” (I hadn’t heard any sign of 
that).
 “�ere’s nobody to tell,” I said. “I’d have to go 
back downstairs.”
 “It must have been somebody in our row…”
 “Or the one behind, or the one above,” I pointed 

out, “I didn’t sign it, you know.”
 �e lights darkened. �e conductor returned. I 
could tell Lucetta was not pleased and would probably 
not hold her peace. As the music rose to its dizzy, 
tragic heights her dissatisfaction was audible in the 
whispers she couldn’t resist about the neighbouring 
seats and the criminality or otherwise of those who sat 
there. “It MUST have been him. I’m sure he didn’t 
have one before,” and the heavy bottomed lady shifted 
even more disapprovingly and seemed to look up the 
stairs for sight of any attendant, but luckily there was 
none.
 When it came to a tumultuous close, and the 
curtain went up and the soloists took pride of place, 
Lucetta was looking to leave, determined to complain 
about my stolen programme to  anyone who might 
listen. We descended through the slow-moving crowd 
to the o�ce where I’d got it from. It was locked. Even 
Lucetta was stumped. I refused to go into the Souve-
nir Shop, saying I hadn’t got it from there in any case, 
so we would only have to have had an argument about 
it.
 “Really,” complained Lucetta, “you let people 
step all over you. Let me….”
 I hurried her out. She was never afraid to argue 
the toss, even if it was only our co�ee not being hot 
enough at a restaurant a couple of weeks before. But I 
will say that for her, she never drags me into her 
arguments. Perhaps she thinks it wouldn’t help – and 
she’s right.

 My car was still where we’d left it, of course (you 
just begin to lose a little faith in your judgement), but 
getting out of that car park with six lanes of cars 
converging on to the roundabout just before the main 
road was like Dante’s Inferno of the Condemned. 
Everybody was trying to take advantage of the smallest 
space and why the tarmac wasn’t covered in broken 
glass I don’t know. Lucetta provided a predictable 
commentary: “Go now…no…he’s not going…” &c.
 She got quite excited. In a way, so did I, with her. 
It’s nice to have a woman with passion, even if it’s 
unjusti�ed by the circumstances. She calmed down on 
our way back through the countryside and started 
snoring, her head on my shoulder - agreeable up to a 
point although it a�ected my driving. I had to carry 
her in with nothing but a few murmurs from her 
except when she opened eyes once on the bed to say, 
“It was just a piece of cake”, and then she fell asleep 
again.

Beth

 As she lay there, spread out on the bed - her legs 
entwined within the thin white sheet, an overpower-
ing scent of freshly brewed co�ee �ushed through the 
room. �e bright beams of glowing orange light shone 
through the silver blinds, catching the dancing dust in 
it’s path like glitter in the air.  A late evening light 
traced the gossamer of a dusty cobweb in the corner of 
the window which now sparkled like ice. She could 
feel the heat in the light as it crawled lazily towards 
her. �e room was golden. She could taste the stu�-
ness in the breezeless warmth around her as a bird’s 
song drowned her thoughts. Her throat was dry and 
the sheets clung to her sweaty skin.
 Her muscles ached from not moving for what 
had felt like days, she could feel herself turning sti� 
and hollow. A tiny trickle of blood fell from the 
corner of her slightly parted lips. As the drop raced 
down her pale cheek it left a trail of deep red on her 
cold skin before staining the crisp white sheets as a 
rippling contrast of colour. Her silver eyes glazed over 
as they stared into the abyss, focusing simultaneously 
on everything and nothing. Her skin was dull and 
greyish in the brightly lit room which drained the life 
from her like a parasite. Her body, only partially 
covered by the draped sheets exposed her bruise 
infested skin. She was a washed up wreck, abandoned 
there after the hungry storm which had engulfed her.
 �ere were clattering sounds coming from the 
kitchen below, she listened with fear as she was unable 
to move. She tried to speak but instead let out a raspy 
croak, barely louder than a whisper. It was followed 
by a painful cough, which splattered more blood onto 
the duvet cover. As Beth lay there she thought about 
how she had ended up in this dark place all alone. She 
realised that she had made a mistake and now it was 
too late to �x it. Each breath she drew got weaker - 
she traced her mind and tried to �gure out when this 
had all started, and at what point did she go past 
being saved. 
 It wasn’t as though she hadn’t sought out help 
before. Beth had told her friends and her family on 
several occasions about the way that Michael treated 
her, but they had simply dismissed her and sided with 
him. �is wasn’t anything she blamed them for – even 
now - she understood it herself, there was something 
about Michael. �ere was something in his dark eyes 
that drew everyone in and intoxicated them until they 
were completely engulfed in his spell – like a sweet 
poison. It was same poison that had inhaled Beth into 
him to begin with. 
 She remembered the pub and the moment they 
had met like a picture frozen in time. �e song 
playing was Riptide by Vance Joy – one of Beth’s 

favourites. She was standing at the bar, waiting for the 
bartender to pour her a tray of Tequila shots – he had 
had to go into the store room to get more plastic shot 
glasses and was taking far too long. Whilst she was 
feeling impatient Beth sighed and glanced over to the 
other side of the bar. Michael was standing there in a 
�awless white shirt with the top three buttons unfas-
tened, his hair looked smooth and was styled back. He 
was gorgeous and he was looking straight at her with 
his intense eyes. Beth couldn’t help turning into a 
giggling schoolgirl. She tried smiling like a sophisticat-
ed woman but instead turned bright red and 
produced one of the most embarrassing grins anyone 
had ever seen. Despite this, Michael had the woman 
behind the counter send over a Martini and the rest 
was history – he moved in with her six weeks later.  
 Beth was living a fairy-tale for those �rst two 
months. He was a complete gentleman. He opened 
doors for her, bought her �owers for no other reason 
than he wanted to and everyone loved him. Beth had 
found her prince charming – or so she thought. She 
couldn’t place one moment that everything went dark 
for her – it happened the same way day turns to night 
– gradually - so that you don’t notice it happening 
until you look up and the sky is black, blue and full of 
stars.  

 It wasn’t long until Beth began to feel unhappy 
and isolated. Michael didn’t like her speaking to 
anyone that wasn’t him. She found herself having to 
make sure she only called anyone when he was out at 
work or with friends. She had to be careful not to 
leave her phone around because he didn’t believe that 
women should keep anything from their boyfriends 
and passwords only made him angry. She had thrown 
away most of her clothes because Michael thought 
that she was trying to make him jealous by wearing 
short dresses and low tops around other men. She had 
become his, and saw less and less of her friends. She 
spoke to Michael once about how she missed her 
friends - she could remember him telling her in a 
reassuring voice that it was to be expected – that it’s 
just what happens when girls get into relationships. 
 �at night was one of the rare occasions Michael 
had given Beth permission to go out with her friends. 
It was her best friend’s engagement party - they were 
going for a few cocktails at the local bar. When Beth 
arrived she felt under-dressed, she didn’t have any nice 
dresses any more so had chosen to wear a pair of grey 
jeans with a lavender jumper – one of the few out�ts 
Michael had given her approval to keep. �e other 
girls whispered about her at �rst, but once everyone 
had had their �rst pitcher of Sex on the Beach they 
decided she just didn’t get out enough. �ey all 
agreed that Beth needed a makeover. Before she knew 
what was happening they’d gone back to someone’s 

house and were picking out dresses for her to wear 
and was then bundled into a taxi and taken to the best 
nightclub in town. �e whole night was a blur, she 
hadn’t drank in so long that the alcohol hit her hard 
and the room was spinning. She actually felt happy 
for a while – dancing with her girls and not having to 
worry about being judged. She knew Michael would 
be angry with her when she got back – she had told 
him that she’d be back by 11 and the time was now 
2AM. She didn’t want to go home. 
 �e next thing Beth could remember was trying 
to sneak into the house without waking Michael up. 
She struggled in the dark as she tried to �t her keys 
into the lock and eventually managed to open the 
door. She had come up with a plan to go into the 
kitchen and �nd some pyjamas from the laundry and 
changing before going upstairs to bed, but when she 
came in the kitchen light was already on. Michael was 
sat at the table, drinking a Jack Daniels and coke. 
 “What is that? What are you wearing, Beth? You 
look like a slut! Where have you been?” He snapped 
her. 
 Beth felt sick. She knew that she had disappoint-
ed him and she couldn’t see any way out of this 
situation. She explained to him that they weren’t her 
clothes and she’d drank too much – and the other 
girls took her out. She tried with an urgency to 
convince him that it was okay, and that nothing 
happened. He shouted at her, his rage bouncing 
around the room and the walls closed in around her as 
Michael hurled the plates on the ground. As this 
continued Beth cried hysterically and screamed her 
apologies into the air. 
 �e earth stopped as Michael stormed past Beth 
and out the door. �e room now �lled with a deathly 
silence. She looked outside, her eyes tear-stained and 
red. �e sun was coming up and all she wanted to do 
was crawl under the duvet and start again. She went 
upstairs and pulled the dress o� before leaving it 
scattered on the ground. She lay down and closed her 
eyes and prayed for a new day. 
 Her eyes opened a crack, Michael was there, a 
blurry �gure in the bright orange light. She smiled at 
him as she opened her mouth to say sorry. �at’s 
when he lunged himself towards her and started 
beating her with his �sts. She screamed until she 
couldn’t scream anymore and she struggled against 
the pain until she couldn’t feel anything. She watched 
as he walked away from her. As she lay there, spread 
out on the bed - her legs entwined within the thin 
white sheet, an overpowering scent of freshly brewed 
co�ee �ushed through the room.

Stranger in the Night

 Here is how my friend in Paris met her husband: 
She went to see a movie in the Latin Quarter. �ose 
movie houses are old and smelly, the screen tiny and 
the sound mono. �ey show classics or else the most 
innovative new �lms on the planet. She could have 
gone to the movies with a companion, but on that 
night she went by herself, still reeling from the end of 
an a�air that had gone sour. She sat in her usual 
seat—third from the left on the seventh row. A 
dark-haired man who looked Italian walked in and sat 
in the seat to her right. �at was annoying. She had 
counted on breathing room on that night out alone 
designed to be a bridge to many. �ey exchanged a 
quick look, each person probing the other person 
destined to share their space for the coming two 
hours. As darkness descended and the main feature 
started playing, she laughed loudly in her husky 
irrepressible way, while he chuckled under his breath. 
His voice was a rich baritone. �ey exchanged a 
second look, and then she took his hand and held it 
throughout the movie. She didn’t intend to take his 
hand or to hold it, but she did as if propelled by some 
inner command. When the movie ended he didn’t let 
go of her hand. �ey walked out of the theater and 
spent the night strolling. Later they got married. �ey 
had three children together, went through the tumult 
of life, then he left her for another woman. She made 
no attempt to divorce him, nor did she try to get him 
back. Two years passed and he asked to return home. 
Whether the renewed relationship was as thrilling as 
that of their early years I’ll never know. �ings must 
subtly change after such a breach of trust, disagree-
ments must be more subdued, joy expressed more 
guardedly. To the outside world they projected 
harmony and contentment. �en he died unexpected-
ly. I was in Europe at the time, on my way to visit her. 
It was the end of summer, when all self-respecting 
Parisians were trickling back home from their long 
vacations. Her husband and children had returned to 
the city a few days earlier, while she stayed south to 
close the rental vacation house. �e day before her 
return he didn’t wake up. Just like that. He went to 
bed as always, but he didn’t wake up. He was �fty, 
and �t enough—a smoker, but so was everybody else. 
It didn’t make sense. �e children were in shock. 
�ey went to the train station to meet her. She greet-
ed them with her usual ebullience. �en they told her. 
All that took place while I was on my way to visit her, 
not knowing what had transpired. And so it happened 
that I was there to comfort her at his funeral. He 
departed from her life just as he’d entered it, a 
stranger in the night. 

Five Hundred Apiece

 Colby Lang sits on his stoop. In one hand, he 
plays with a cigarette he’s been holding onto
for two weeks. �e other, his phone—scrolling 
through contacts. He stops. First seeing, then staring,
at a word; no longer really a name.
 “Hey man,” Zach says, slouching up the steps. 
His shirt, buttoned up with a stained tie, is still
an inch too big around the neck. Wide khaki pants 
sag at his waist. “Just talked to Shute,” he
pauses, looking around. “He said we gotta unload 
that—” lowering his voice “—that other White.”
Colby rubs the cigarette gently between his long 
�ngers. His �tted hat is pulled down low,
with a �at brim blocking blue eyes from the sun. 
Skinny grey jeans, worn loosely, lead down to
Dunks. Above that, a crisp white T-shirt.
Scratching his arm, Zach adds quickly, “But I told 
him it was too cut… that you’d be against
it.”
 High-pitched voices ring out from the sidewalk. 
�ree little girls from the neighborhood are
heading to the park. �e tall one turns, laughing, 
bouncing a ball. She waves at Colby.
 “Listen,” Zach says. “Shute said we don’t have a 
choice.”
 Colby peers up at him, then back down at his 
phone. His heart thumps; his thumb lingers.
 Zach cranes his neck. “Look man, I—I backed 
you up last time. But we can’t not do—”
 “Shute can dump it himself,” Colby says �atly, 
staring straight ahead. His voice sounds
husky; deep, but shaved o�.
 “What’re you gonna do for cash then? I have a 
job, and still barely get by.”
 “I’ve saved,” Colby shrugs, looking away. “Kept 
telling you to do the same.”
 Zach notices a pale purple under his friend’s eyes. 
Following Colby’s gaze towards the park,
he tucks a greasy strand of blonde hair behind his ear.  
“You say ‘no’ to Shute, man,” he con�des,
softly. “You know you can’t stay here.” Zach pauses.  
“Plus dude, we’ll split it… Five hundred apiece.”
Colby leans forward, staring at an empty basketball 
court. Rims without nets.
 “Remember when we were kids?” he �nally says, 
dropping the cigarette. “Before Cassidy.
 We’d chill on the tracks, throw rocks against the 
rails—to see the sparks? �ose tracks seemed
endless, like you could go anywhere.” He falls silent, 
looking down. “Been thinking about my mom
lately. Sitting there, alone, all these years. �e way I 
left her—she didn’t deserve it.” Lifting his eyes,
he shakes his head. “I’m not pushing people poison. 

�at shit Shute gives us. It’s not what they pay
for.”
 He glances back towards the park. �e sun seems 
smothering. �e tall girl is running into
the road, chasing her ball. A black car rips around the 
corner, comes barreling up the street. Colby
jumps up, tossing his phone away. �e girl’s head is 
down. She’s headed for the drain. Colby sprints
now, everything he has. He sees her. Arms reaching 
out, he desperately lunges at the girl. Tires
screech; then a scream.

**********

 And there was that older boy in the hat mommy 
told me to stay away from when we pass him
for the park, and I don’t know why mommy cares but 
sometimes there’s other boys there and they
don’t look so nice. Sometimes he smiles when I wave, 
but he seems so sad and always hides his
eyes. Mrs. Drothler says always make eye contact and 
I guess maybe that’s why mommy doesn’t
like him because she can never see his eyes. It was fun 
though, Missy and me and Brooke play O�
�e Wall with the boys from school, and the boys let 
us play, and daddy takes us on weekends—
says he played too—and says girls can play whatever 
they want when I tell him mommy wonders
why we hate dolls. But we don’t hate them. Mommy 
braids my hair, and one of the boys teased me
once and I didn’t mind. But I didn’t like it when he 
made fun of Missy. Mommy says good girls don’t
punch but daddy says defend yourself, and the boy 
was being mean and made Missy mad.
 Yesterday Mrs. Drothler showed us how to make 
apples smell good and we pushed cloves into
them, sprinkling cinnamon spice and it smelled like 
Christmas but it’s only May. Christmas is great
but it’s so nice outside, and I’m going to ask for a lot 
this year so I can put extra gifts in the Giving
Box. Mrs. Drothler showed us it last year, but 
mommy said you couldn’t trust it and there were all
these pictures of kids on it and their eyes seemed so 
sad. But they were smiling, skinnier than other
kids. Missy told me they don’t get Christmas, and I 
thought that was weird because why was there a
box then? We get to write them cards too, and next 
year I’ll know cursive. Today was sunny, and me
and Missy and Brooke came to the park to play but 
there were no boys there, and it was nice with no
boys and we played anyway. But then later the mean 
boy who made Missy cry came and we told
him he can’t play with us. He took our ball and threw 
it over the fence. I ran to get it and was getting
it but then it looked like the sewer was gonna take it, 
and it’s just a hole but I don’t know where it

goes if it falls in and it took mommy weeks to get me 
this balI. I know mommy means well but she
never wants to play with us. �e ball is rolling, I’m 
running, and I can’t wait to get back at that mean
boy, he’s no bigger than me. I go to grab the ball, but 
something blurry pushes me away and there’s
noises, and I hit my back and my head hits, and it’s 
spinning and I think there’s leaves and trees but
mommy says not to play after dark.

**********

 I was always proud of him. My little soldier. Even 
the drug dealing—I wasn’t ashamed. He
was smart. He always survived. But damn that little 
girl. No room for hate in me now; not now. Just.
Damn. �ose folks covered the costs. Was the least 
they could do and that mousy bitch of a woman
acted like it was some grand charity. His face looked 
so thin when I saw it, like it hadn’t seen a smile
in years.
 I had blamed him for Cassidy, once. Don’t even 
know why I’d said it—poor kid already
blamed himself. Maybe I thought he was stronger 
than me. Maybe, I just needed him to be. But what
kind of mother throws that on her child? And where 
was I? She just went to stand in the ocean—she
was only supposed to stand. He was always so mad 
afterwards. At me. At everything. He would
come home from being out with his friends—he was 
always out with his friends then—and they
always hid their eyes. But I knew that smell. Was just 
so tired. And I threw words at him that no boy
should bear. Now how can he know those things I 
never said enough? How creative he was. How
much he meant. �e way his teachers bragged that he 
never needed instruction. �e playground
kids who’d always line up behind him. �at good 
heart, always shining through his eyes—so strong,
but too damn heavy for a boy his age. Just always 
thought there’d be time. And I want to see his
smile again. I need to give him one of mine.
 But I’m so proud of him—my little soldier. �ere 
was a time when he was real little, and
Cassidy was still just a baby. He had all these toy 
guns, protecting her. �is olive-colored vest like a
commando. He came charging into my room, these 
big dimples in his cheeks. And I remember
seeing those soft blue eyes. He held the toy shotgun, 
“Stick ‘em up!” he squealed in delight. I
stepped back, putting my hands up, saying “I surren-
der! I surrender!” as I slowly crept towards him,
got close, tickling him, taking the shotgun. He wrig-
gled free, pulling the pistol, and I tickled him—took
the pistol—until �nally he pulled out a rubber knife, 
giggling, and I pounced, seizing the knife. I

tossed it behind me. �en, walking away to collect the 
toys and give them back, I hear something
plastic hitting the �oor, and a grey grenade rolls just 
under my feet. I turn to look at him, my little
soldier, and he’s smiling, big-eyed, with this shit-eat-
ing grin on his face, and he opens his arms wide,
and says: “Kaboom, mommy!”
 Now how can you look down at the dirt, think-
ing it means anything? �at anyone’s still there,
listening. Dirt doesn’t hear. Dirt hardly does 
anything. It just takes your tears, but can’t even see 
you cry. 

Red

 �e bench at the bus stop was wet. I couldn’t 
have asked for anything else to complete the morning. 
It was another late start, another broken alarm clock, 
and another cup of tea that I had gulped down. I left 
the burnt toast untouched.
 I muttered through the check-list of my day. �e 
check-list that made my head throb and my stomach 
clench. Check emails, mid-morning presentation, 
5pm deadline. Work, work, work. 
 I pulled my coat on, grabbed the keys, and 
slammed the door shut. Something was missing. I 
looked down. My feet were sodden. 
 I �ung the door open again, shoved my shoes on, 
and �nally stormed outside to brave raindrops that 
greeted me like tiny bullets. 
 A thick, dark grey canvassed the sky. Street lights 
and car head lamps shone on the slippery pavement as 
rain shattered down. I passed by several people with 
umbrellas and attempted to play a game to lighten the 
morning: how many umbrellas could I catch a shield 
under without appearing odd. No one at the o�ce 
had to know I played this silly game. 
 Tra�c stood still. I could almost hear the grum-
ble of drivers rising up into the damp air. I trudged on 
with water seeping through my soles and tried to 
ignore the squelch, squelch, squelch. A little boy 
slipped as he pushed past me, late for school. He 
regained his balance before I could assist and sprinted 
down the wet road once more.
 �e bus shelter’s roof was leaking. Drip, drop, 
drip. �e water splashed on to the bench and created 
a little puddle on its dented metal surface. I sighed 
and leaned against the glass panel in the corner of the 
shelter, farthest away from the leakage. 
 “Had to be wet,” I said to myself, shivering in my 
sodden shoes.
 And then, the red. �ere are a lot of red things in 
London: buses, post boxes, and telephone booths. 

None of those were on the street that swelled with 
tra�c, even the cars were all slippery blues, greens and 
blacks. From the misty horizon of the road, a small 
red �gure bobbed up and down, a tiny ball of energy. 
�e rain abated. �e red ball came closer to me.
 A little girl in a red pu�er jacket and shiny red 
welly boots strode up to the bus stop as if it belonged 
to her. Her mother trailed behind, a petite woman 
with a scarf wrapped beneath her hood. She had 
strong eyebrows like her daughter’s. �e little girl 
splashed into several puddles and cried out in happi-
ness. 
 “You been waiting long?” asked her mother. 
 “About �ve minutes,” I replied. She nodded and 
looked down the road at the long queue of stand-still 
tra�c that rumbled in both directions.
 “Good thing the rain’s let up.” Typical conversa-
tion.
 “Not for long I suppose,” I said and she nodded 
again.
 �e little girl made a large splash in the road o� 
the pavement and started jabbering to herself with 
excited enthusiasm. She ran circles around her mother 
before running up and down the length of the bus 
stop and stopped to climb on to the wet bench. Her 
round face poked through the furry hood and she 
started to bounce up and down, singing a song. 
 Her song echoed in my ears, an echo of sticky 
�ngers with caramel chocolate, grazed knees from 
climbing trees, and rolling in soft grass underneath a 
summer sun. Giggles. Abandoned moments I had 
pushed to the edges of my mind. A mind that was 
clogged with work, work, work. 
 Her mother looked at her silver watch and 
sighed.
 “I think we’ll walk today,” she said and grabbed 
both her daughter’s hands to swing her o� the seat. 
�e girl squealed in delight and ran away from the bus 
stop. �ey left me in the dreary road, draining all the 
colour from the street till it submerged once more 
into murky blues, greens and blacks. 
 �e girl’s wellies left smudged dirt prints on the 
bench. I edged towards it. �e seat was still wet. �e 
chime of her little song rattled in my head, pushing 
away the thoughts of ‘emails, presentations, dead-
lines’. �e song pushed me. I pulled my coat down as 
far as I could to cover my bum, and took the plunge. 
 I sat on the wet bench and a rather large squelch 
followed. My coat was too short to protect me and 
soon the water had seeped through to my clothes.
 A sliver of childlike ecstasy tickled inside me, 
reaching my face in a small smile.
 �e edges of a red bus crept around the corner. I 
hummed a silly, childish song to myself, no longer 
shivering in my sodden shoes.
 Still, I thought, there better be a seat for me. 



Thanks and Acknowledgements

We hate saying goodbye but we love watching you leaf… through Bunbury! Keri insisted we put that 
pun in. Sorry. She’s still recovering from the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. 

          So we come to the end of another issue of Bunbury Magazine. �is one took a little longer to 
get out and we apologise for that but, as you saw from the editorial letter, we’ve been rushed o� our 

proverbials. 

I think we can all agree that, once again, the quality of the pieces sent to us has, as always, been phe-
nomenal making them a pleasure to edit. �ank you all from the depths, because without you, we’re 
nothing, zip, nadda. Here at Bunbury we love what you do and it truly is our passion to showcase the 

pieces we graciously receive, whatever it may be. 

          We want to fall at the feet of our right hand man Matt Evans and worship his beautiful brain for 
possessing the knowledge for putting Bunbury together each and every time. 

�ank you to everyone who helps us in any way whatsoever, it really does mean the world to us and 
we love you for it. 

         In the next issue! We will be delving into the murky depths of stand-up and spoken word with 
interviews from Fringe performers and plenty of pictures featuring the always welcome and vastly 

frightening Titania. We will have follow-up interviews on excellent people we’ve featured before and all 
of the usual top notch submissions we get from you lovely people.

�e theme for the next issue is ‘Terra’. As usual, all our contact info is below:
www.bunburymagazine.com

By phone: 07977650759 

Or... Bury your submission in the cool, dark earth. Chant ’Bunbury, Bunbury, Bunbury’ to the end-
less, unforgiving void pricked with the far of light of a billion suns. We will hear in the heavy sighs of a 

long dead God.

�ere is no guarantee that the second method will work but why not give it a try? I mean, it might do 
the trick…

Christopher and Keri.

Are you a writer? Send us your work, a musician, comedian, artisrt, performer or playwright? 
Let us know, we’ll plug you or write a review for you. 

Bunbury Magazine, the arts and literature magazine. Get Scribbling. 

@MagazineBunbury /bunburymagazine

in/bunburymagazinebunburymagazine@gmail.comhttps://twitter.com/MagazineBunbury https://www.facebook.com/BunburyMagazine
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bunburymagazine



Get previous issues of Bunbury 
for pay-what-you-want at

https://gumroad.com/bunburypublishing
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