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LETTER FROM 
THE EDITOR

Dear Readers, 
 
The creation of this magazine has been a dream of mine for years. As a 
writer who primarily finds herself delving into history, I found a gap in the 
writing market. Where were writers like myself supposed to submit their 
work? Most journals have a niche — horror, contemporary, mystery, etc. And 
while much of history is dark, horrifying, and occasionally mysterious, it 
still doesn’t fit. 
 
It wasn’t just history that fascinated me, but time. What is it? A series of 
chronological events? A way to keep track of the day? It’s so much more. 
There are many ways “time” can be interpreted and applied to one’s work. I 
was curious to see how other writers would tackle the subject. 
 
I wasn’t disappointed. Not in the slightest. 
 
We are humbled by the encouragement and support we’ve received from the 
writing community. Thank you, thank you, thank you. 
 
Prepare yourselves to be transported to different eras and faraway worlds. I 
hope you enjoy your journey to somewhen. 
 
Warmly, 
 
 
 
Renee Firer 
Editor-in-chief
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TIME 

B Y  M A D D I E   M .  W H I T E  

       Seconds ticked by on the clock.  

One, two, three… After sixty,  it  

started over.  In less than sixty 

seconds I  saw her look up from the 

book she was reading.  Her eyes met 

mine and changed me forever.  She 

cracked a smile and looked back at 

the words on the page.  

       Minutes went slower.  It  took 

minutes to gather my courage to walk 

over.  

       My feet shuffled across the floor 

and I  counted seventeen steps it  took

to reach her.  She looked up again and 

placed On the Road  face down in her 

lap.  

       "Hi," she said.  Two letters,  one 

word, the sound of her perfect voice.  

A minute I'd never forget.  

       Hours flew by.  We sat together 

under a willow tree on a plaid 

blanket,  a basket of sandwiches and 

sliced cheese scattered across it .  She 

talked about becoming a world- 

traveling journalist and I  saw her 

golden-brown eyes beam when she 
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talked about having a family 

someday.  My heart felt  full  when I  

held her.  

       Days lingered until  the moment I  

was back with her.  At work, I  watched 

the clock between drafting plans for a 

new skyscraper.  Watching each 

second, minute, hour tick on, tapping 

anxiously on my desk.  No matter how 

many times I  told myself  not to look, 

time seemed to move slower.  

       Months took no time to pass.  We 

sat in our apartment watching green 

turn brown in trees and the ground 

become white with snow. I  saw 

excitement in her as she marked off 

time on the  calendar until  our big 

day.  I  had never been happier than 

each day I  spent with her.  We married 

that next spring when the flowers 

were bright pink.  That summer she 

came to me with a white stick 

showing two blue lines.  

       Years went by without realizing 

it .  Our children moved out and 

gray became more evident in her hair.  

Her eyes twinkled like they did the 

first moment I  saw her.  One day, she 

looked at me with tired wrinkles and 

trembling hands.     

       "I  think something is wrong,” she 

said.  I'll  never forget that moment, 

when time sped up even more.  

       Months marked off on our calendar 

again.  The treatments were brutal 

and stripped the gleam from her eyes.  

Her hair fell  out in chunks and she 

was unable to eat anything she once 

enjoyed.  Soon she would be well  

again; we could take the trip we had 

always said we would.  I  held her hand 

each day and felt  it  become frailer.  

But she had to get better.  I  couldn't 

imagine life without her.  

       Days.  That's what the doctor said 

she had left.  I  prayed time would 

move as slowly as they did on the 

days my eyes wouldn't leave the 

clock.  She was at peace, but I  was 

more broken than I  ever knew a 

person could be.  Our children stayed 

with us and spent as much time with 

her as they could.  

       Hours before she drew her final 

breath, things started looking up.  

"Look at how well  she's doing! She's 

going to be okay!" I  exclaimed. My 

daughter wrapped me in her arms and 

cried.  

       "She's not got much longer,” she 

whispered.  

        I  sat next to my beautiful wife of 

so long and stroked her cooling hand. 

       Minutes remained in her 

hourglass.  She made me promise I  

would take our trip and take lots of 

pictures.  That was the sort of thing 

I’d always forgotten to do and 

grateful now for every time she 

stopped over the years to take a
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snapshot - it  was the only time when 

time stood still .  The only time you 

could freeze a moment and live in it  

forever.  

       "I  have loved you every second, of 

every minute, of every hour that I've 

known you," I  told her.  Her smile was 

small,  and she closed her eyes.  

       Seconds once again grew slow. 

She opened her eyes once more - they 

met mine and took me back to the 

moment our eyes met for the first 

time. It  seemed like only days ago 

even though it  had been forty years.  

Her breathing slowed, and my heart 

shattered.  

       When she took her last breath, I  

was sure time stopped. I  couldn't 

Maddie M. White is a writer and mental 

health advocate. Her words have been seen in 

Flash Fiction Magazine, Rhythm and Bones, 

Mojave Heart Review, Stigma Fighters, and 

many others. She has a bi-monthly column 

called "Joined Journeys" on Rhythm and Bones, 

an online literary magazine, where she 

interviews people living with mental illness. 

Maddie married her best friend and high 

school sweetheart, Shawn. She inspires her 

readers by creating a safe space in her books 

where they can learn to better themselves and 

follow their dreams. She is currently finishing 

her first novel.
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imagine the world continuing and 

time spinning forward.  I  felt  certain 

my next breath would be my last.  

       But time waits or stops for no one.



B U R I E D
A jumble of artefacts buried 

beneath the scarred earth 

surround my desiccated form. 

Amulets of clay 

cracked and splintered 

lie embedded in the ridges of my palm. 

 

Shafts of air  swirl,  

as a dust-encrusted shovel 

peels off  a hundred centuries of dirt  

from my lava-sculpted brow. 

An orange orb of light 

explores the rough architecture of my grave 

illuminating my bony sockets 

Sightless for a thousand years.

Monica Kagan lives by the sea in beautiful 

Cape Town, South Africa with her wonderful 

cat. She is a reader at FICTION on the WEB. 

She is also a contributing writer at Rhythm 

& Bones Literary Magazine on their blog 

#Necropolis. Her work appears in Fourth & 

Sycamore (USA), Bonnie's Crew (UK), and at 

FICTION on the WEB (UK), among others. 

Twitter: @MonicaOFAH 

B Y  M O N I C A  K A G A N
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THE SPACE 
BETWEEN MOMENTS

       For six hundred and eighteen 

hours,  Nora has lived in the space 

between moments.  It  wasn’t always 

this way; she once lived a normal,  if  

somewhat mundane life.  A timid 

woman, she dallied over decisions 

and erred always in the safety of the 

known. She wore sensible shoes and 

thick cardigans, even though she 

dreamt of bare shoulders and stiletto 

heels.  She ate lentil  soup and drank 

milky tea in her drab little 

kitchenette,  but imagined lobster 

bisque and crisp white wine in a 

restaurant by the sea.  

       The change in her circumstances 

happened on an unremarkable 

Tuesday morning at a little after 

6am. Nora was showering as she did 

every morning.  The radio was tuned 

to Mellow Magic where Mama Cass 

was Dreaming a Little Dream 

following the morning news. Hair 

soaked, Nora reached for the 

shampoo, and that is when she 

slipped.  

        It  happened in an instant:  she felt  

her foot begin to slide.  She could go

either way.  Was it  only a momentary 

“whoops”?  Could she throw out her 

arms to steady herself? Or would the 

slide continue? 

B Y  A L E X I S  H U N T E R
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       So great was her fear of this 

unknown that Nora managed to throw 

herself  out of that moment, and time 

itself.  Her consciousness hovered 

there, body suspended. She saw the 

wist of surprise upon her face, one 

arm reaching for a solid object upon 

which to grasp; then she was gone.    



        It  was not traveling as such, it  was 

like the moment of darkness during a 

blink, only when her eyes reopened a 

new sight was before her.  A drop of 

rain, clinging to a green blade of 

grass.  The world made tiny in a 

sphere of water.  It  grew, elongating, 

grip growing ever more tenuous.  Nora 

felt  as though she held her breath, 

waiting for the balance to shift,  the 

drop to fall,  and the blade of grass to 

spring upright once more.  The 

droplet stretched, aching for the 

descent.  

       Nora blinked.          

       Two lovers suspended between the 

moment when they might share a 

kiss,  or not.  The air charged with 

possibility.  The tension of their 

bodies simultaneously straining 

towards one another and holding 

back in the name of decorum, or fear 

of combustion.  Nora was caught in 

their erotic inhale,  their lashes 

meeting their cheeks as eyes drifted 

closed, lips one air molecule apart.  

       Blink.  

       A bike has unseated its rider.  The 

surface of the road glistens, waiting 

for impact.  Nora sees each undulation 

on the surface, each microscopic peak 

and jagged edge waiting to abrade the 

skin.  Bare arms of the rider,  hairs 

raised, they too anticipate the sharp 

shock of pain.  Palms thrown

outwards, a desperate attempt at 

control in an uncontrollable moment.  

The first stone begins to bite into 

flesh.  

         Blink.  

         A child has entered the world.  

Mother’s face is a sweat-laden fresco 

of exhaustion, but she has eyes only 

for the nurse who holds her child.  

The nurse has a brow creased in 

concentration.  The child lies still,  

tiny arms and legs unmoving, coated 

in the efforts of delivery.  Silence 

holds the room captive,  waiting for 

anew sound. The child's mouth 

opens, a first breath inhaled, ready.    

       Blink.  

       Blink.  

       Blink.  

       Nora sees them all .  Each moment 

about to happen, momentous to 

mundane.  A slug about to be trodden 

under a bare foot.  A jam-filled 

doughnut about to receive its first 

bite.  A man ready to strike his son in 

anger.  A father’s proud anticipation 

at a first home run. A slot machine 

coming to a halt  on a jackpot.  A pot 

on the brink of a boil .  

       Blink.  Blink.  Blink.    

       Hour after hour passes,  with no 

resolution.  Almost moment after 

almost moment.  No satisfaction, no 

pain, no joy, no sadness, only the 

precarious unknown anxiety of 
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forever teetering on a precipice.  

      In her six hundred and eighteenth 

hour, Nora realised that in being too 

afraid to take any chances, to risk any 

hurt,  she had denied herself  the gift  

of possibility.    

       These almost moments were her 

entire life.  With that realisation, 

blink, and she was back in her body.  

Arms flailing, she searched for a solid 

object and found the shower curtain, 

She held on tight.  The hooks popped. 

       One.  

        Two. 

        Three.  

       Four,  and stopped. Nora was on 

her feet.  

       She stepped from the shower.  

Within the week she would be eating 

lobster bisque in Fisketorget,  a small  

restaurant overlooking the harbour in 

Stavanger,  Norway. She would be 

bundled in her cardigan still,  but only 

because it  would be cold outside.  The 

week after,  who knew?   

Alexis Hunter is 37 years old and lives in 

County Durham, North East England. She 

writes short stories of many genres, and has 

previously featured in Who Writes Short 

Shorts? In December 2017 she published her 

first children's picture book, Clara's Search 

for Magic. Her other interests include 

painting (terribly), photography (slightly less 

terribly), and petting animals (with their 

permission of course). 
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THE STAR GLASS
It  was the end of the world 
but we did not know it.  
Scientists had been replaced 
by enchanters and magicians, 
and priests of the light fought 
those of the dark arts.  
 
All  had been put in place, 
all  the verses spoken, 
all  the potions stirred.  
We thought we had it  in hand; 
everything seemed normal,  
except the silence.  
 
First we noticed the lack of birdsong, 
the stillness where once bees had buzzed.  
Flowers wilted and dwindled, 
but everyone was too busy 
with the next bright thing, 
the stuff of dreams. 
 
As a last resort 
we took down the star glass 
from its sacred altar;  
forged from a dying star 
it  allowed us to glimpse the truth of things 
where black magic had veiled it .    
 
We held it  up to the bright sun, 
the life giving centre of our world, 
only to find it  had already been corrupted, 
a black ball  of evil  spewing death, 
surrounded by dark stars.  
The end of everything had already begun. 

B Y    L U C Y  W H I T E H E A D

Lucy Whitehead has a BA (hons) in 

Archaeology and Anthropology from 

the University of Cambridge and an MA 

in History of Art and Archaeology (of 

Asia) from the School of Oriental and 

African Studies, University of London. 

She has worked in academic publishing 

for most of her adult life, and also as 

an art journalist and illustrator 

amongst other things. She writes haiku, 

haibun, short stories, and poetry 

(mostly magical realism, fantasy, and 

nonfiction). 
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THE THREE AND A HALF 
LIVES OF EUPHEMIA 
STAUTON’S DRESS 

B Y  A M A N D A  M C L E O D

        I  was first conceived as a tribute 

to status; fabric beyond fabric,  with 

sleeves that defied gravity.  A spine of 

tiny covered buttons ran the length 

of my bodice from neck to hips.  My 

overlay, a confection of fine 

embroidery and beading, was 

testament to the skill  of my creator.  

A rustling, tinkling sound heralded 

my movement.  I  was a sensory feast,  

but not for Miss Euphemia Stauton, 

my wearer;  comfort was not a 

consideration in my creation.  Like my 

much-maligned companion, the 

shoe, my design was about the 

shallowest of goals.  Euphemia stood 

ramrod-straight,  her shoulders and 

hips carrying the equivalent of a 

small  child in extra weight;  while her 

feet screamed in silent agony, 

trapped in buckled silk cages.  And 

strangely,  for all  the expense and 

hours of labour that birthed me, my 

value was summed up in gasps of 

appreciation and envy that echoed for 
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but a few minutes among the vaulted 

caverns of the cathedral ceiling, the 

appreciative gaze of the groom who 

waited at the end of a seemingly 

endless walk, and the sigh of relief 

from Euphemia as crochet hooks were 

employed to release the iron grip of 

the buttons around her tiny rib cage.  

 

# 

 

       After years of darkness, I  stood 

again in the light.  The hands that 

held me marvelled at my intricacy 

and quality,  while scoffing at my 

excess; the face that hovered above 

was a stranger,  but with familiar 

eyes.  Another pair of hands caressed 

me and I  recognised the nature of the 

touch. Here was someone who 

understood the fundamentals of my 

construction; who carefully turned 

me inside out to examine my lining, 

who noticed the box pleats and the 

hip padding, who appreciated the 

pieced lace and satin stitching.  This 

was the touch of a couturier,  and I  

collapsed into his arms as one 

rescued falls into those of her 

saviour.  I  was laid out carefully and 

measured in every conceivable way.  

Then began my rebirth.  

        I  was deconstructed down to my 

most basic components,  those expert 

hands unravelling me stitch by stitch.  

My sleeves, once floating on the 

shoulders like foam on the sea, were 

streamlined into a closer,  less 

elaborate shadow of the arms they 

covered.  Underlayers of skirt  were 

removed and my silhouette became 

softer;  more natural,  less angular.  

The glorious, rustling, tinkling 

overlay became a veil  and headpiece.  

However,  on the spine of tiny 

buttons, the couturier would not be 

moved. They must absolutely stay, he 

said; they were a testament to the 

quality of the dress and the 

knowledge and experience of its 

original creator.  To remove them 

would be sartorial  sacrilege.  

       Thus reborn, I  found myself  again 

fawned over as whispers of 

appreciation swirled around me, in a 

smaller and more intimate version of 

my first outing.  While the guests 

delighted over my construction and 

reconstruction, I  could not help but 

notice the stitching in some parts of 

my bodice strained in a way it  had 

not during the fittings.  The same 

could be said for the stitching that 

held the bride and groom together.  It  

was a guest who gathered me gently 

and held me to one side as the 

bride was violently ill .  It  should have 

been the groom; after all,  the bride 

muttered, he was as much at fault  as 

she.  
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       More years passed in hibernation.  

Then another strange face, but again 

something familiar in the eyes.  This 

one was almost reverent,  gently 

extracting me from my cardboard 

prison. Her companion was doubtful;  

but my liberator saw me, and yet saw 

something more.  Like the couturier 

all  those years ago, she transformed 

me in her head even as she ran her 

hands carefully over me. She 

hesitated, unsure it  could be done, 

a third birth for a single dress.  

Then she swept her doubts aside and 

me up into her arms, and I  felt  the 

strength of her resolution.  

       By the end I  was unrecognisable,

utterly alien to my original self.  The 

twice-invented sleeves were gone, 

and the voluminous skirt  now 

skimmed the hips and dropped in a 

graceful column with no hint of box 

pleats or hip padding.  The 

embroidered, beaded veil  was 

returned to me, not as an overlay but 

as part of the bodice,  forming a sheer 

back.  The enduring covered buttons 

were fawned upon once more, 

restitched with painstaking precision 

to take pride of place in my third 

incarnation.  A dart here,  a gather 

there.  A whole new world.  

       The groom wasn’t waiting in a 

church.  He met us at the bottom of 

the stairs,  and so for the first time I  

heard his whispers of admiration 
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before anyone else’s.  We journeyed 

together to a place outside, lit  by 

sunlight instead of candles,  and the 

murmurs of joy and admiration 

spiralled up through trees rather 

than church ceilings.  While much was 

different,  much remained the same, 

and at the end I  still  returned to rest 

in darkness.  

 

# 

 

        It  felt  too soon, yet the lid opened 

and I  was brought forth.The light 

seemed too bright,  but at the same 

time the room felt  dim and heavy.  

The faces I  saw were the same, not 

derivatives as they usually were; but 

they wore no masks of joy or wonder.  

Despair was a shroud that covered 

the room. And one face was missing.  

      I  saw it  again soon enough. The 

gentle hands of a stranger eased me 

over a familiar frame, cold and 

lifeless,  void of the vibrancy she had 

worn along with me the last time. The 

myriad tiny buttons were invisible as 

hands lay her and I  into a fabric- 

lined box and arranged us carefully.  

The line of faces again, only it  was 

moving instead of us.  

       And the last face I  saw after all  

those faces was the groom, he who'd 

been first before.  His face a mosaic of 

love and sadness, he caressed us one   

Amanda McLeod is an Australian author and 

artist, whose fiction has appeared or is 

forthcoming in Furtive Dalliance, Brave 

Voices, Rhythm & Bones, and other places. She 

is slightly embarrassed by the size of her TBR 

pile, but doesn’t let that stop her buying 

more books. Find her on Twitter 

@AmandaMWrites 
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gently brought the lid down with a 

soft but final thud. 



MATTERS OF TIME
They say that when the dead leave us,  

they aren't really gone, they just go 

on to the next place.  They say that 

time is like a river,  a loop, and when 

you leave it  at  one point,  you can 

jump back in again at another place.  

They say that everything that ever 

happens, or ever will  happen, has 

already happened before.  It's all  part 

of a cycle.  When your life-thread is 

cut,  you get hooked on to another one 

and keep going.  That's how fortune

telling works; it's not the unseen 

mysteries of spirits and gods, some 

people just understand what's 

happened in the past,  and so they 

know what's coming in the future.  We 

call  them historians.  

        I  knew that Dan was being brave, 

and I  tried to be brave too.  I  try not 

to mourn and to remember that he 

isn't dead, he isn't gone.  He's just 

elsewhere in the time-stream. We 

promised to send each other 

B Y  K I Y O M I  A P P L E T O N  G A I N E S
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messages, and so I  look for them. I  

look in books and old buildings, and 

poke around at old sites,  looking for 

traces of him somewhere in the past.  

And in case he's gone ahead, I  leave 

marks for him to find.  I  write him 

letters in a journal.  I've made plans 

to rent out a safe deposit  box for one 

hundred years,  in his name. It  was 

costly,  but well  worth it  for him to 

know that I  am still  here.  

        I  befriend historians, 

archaeologists,  those who can tell  

time both ways.  There's too much 

history for me to scour on my own, so 

I  ask them to look for things, for 

markers that I  think he might have 

left.  We should have outlined a more 

concrete plan, but it  all  happened 

rather quickly.  It  seemed there 

wasn't time. The call  came for 

volunteers for the first manned time 

expedition.  He'd been trained; we, 

the families,  had all  been given a sort 

of training.  Just basic information, 

really,  about how the device would 

work, and the risks.  

        I've left  messages for us,  too, for 

next time, when the river bends, 

when the cycle starts again, so we'll  

know better,  we'll  plan better,  how to 

find each other,  how to keep in touch. 

       There are things, bits of things, 

that I  think may be him. Of course, if  

he's been in the past he may have  

cycled through several times over by 

my time, and he may even be in the 

future still .  Time is a loop like that.  

So I  send messages and look for 

them, so we can stay connected, even 

through all  this difficulty.  

       The program says the experiment 

was a success.  Man has traversed 

time, outside of the ordinary way.  

They got the message they were 

looking for,  an agreed upon code that 

all  the volunteers were given. We 

haven't been told more than that,  or 

who it  came from. The return trip,  of 

course, is  more complicated.  They're 

confident though. 

        I've seen things that I  think must 

be him. So I  know he's coming back.  

We'll  be together again.  It's just a 

matter of time.

Kiyomi Appleton Gaines is a writer of fairy 

tales and other fantastical things. She is a 

Contributing Editor at Enchanted 

Conversation.  She lives in New Orleans with 

her husband, a one-eyed cat, and a snake.Her 

writing can be found at 

workofheartkag.wordpress.com. 
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TIME
From beneath a single word it  came, 
 
Expanding from that burning, brightest thought.  
 
It  ever grows and yet remains the same, 
 
Never to be felt  and never caught.  
 
Slip it  through an hourglass with some sand, 
 
Watch it  on a sundial,  or on a wall .  
 
Hear it  coming forwards with both hands; 
 
It  documents your growing and your fall .  
 
And, though it  does not try to be your King, 
 
Observing, it  reflects your inner mind. 
 
It  makes no promises with what it  brings; 
 
It  can be cruel to you and sometimes kind.  
 
Hand in hand with space, it  can’t be heard.  
 
Time makes itself,  yet does not say a word.    
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CLEANING 
HOUSE 

B Y  S A L V A T O R E  D I F A L C O  

        It  had rained steadily for more 

than ten days straight.  Don’t know if  

it  was a record.  Probably not.  All  

kinds of records had been shattered 

during the last decade.  All  the shit  

had hit  the fan at once.  

       “Honey, I’m stepping out for a few 

hours.” 

       My partner,  Candace, already 

looked washed out.  Don’t know why 

she wanted any part of that deluge.  

The metro was down. Midtown 

completely flooded. People were 

getting around in plastic canoes.  She 

said a friend was driving her but 

didn’t specify.  

       “Bring the big umbrella,” I  said.  

       “You know it’s broken.” 

       “Where are you going?” 

       “To fill  my asthma prescription 

and run a few errands.  I’ll  be back 

later this afternoon. Check the 

monitors if  you need something.  I’ll  

be with—”
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       She mumbled the name, and I  

wondered if  this was deliberate.  

She’d been acting cagey lately.     

       “All  this rain has fucked up the 

smart dust again,” I  said.  

       “Really?” she said, as if  she didn't 

know. 

       “Screens are wonky.” "I see," she 

said with a swift  little smile.  

       The microscopic sensors 

monitoring and processing all  our 

data with powerful algorithms had 

effectively—and mercifully in many 

respects—alleviated humankind of 

privacy.  What would happen if  they 

permanently failed was anyone’s 

guess.  The temporary blackouts were 

nightmarish enough. 

       “I’ll  message,” she said.  

       “Only if  you want to.” 

       While privacy eradication had the 

predictable benefit  of laying bare an 

entire strain of mendacious and 

corrupt behaviour, people had not 

stopped committing crimes, even 

petty ones.  But they could no longer 

get away with them. Criminal 

investigations had become a thing of 

the past.  Punishment was often 

meted out on the spot.  That said,  

violent crimes were on the rise.  

Climatic and economic upheavals had 

put people on edge.  

      “Just be safe,” I  said,  kissing her 

cheek as she exited.  I  smelled a new 

perfume but kept mum about it .  

       “Love you.” 

       “Love you.” 

       Nothing to hide,  nothing to lose,  

was a mantra bandied about in the 

early days, after the global Reset.  

Candace uttered the phrase whenever 

she caught me fibbing.  In truth, all  

our closets had been emptied of 

skeletons long ago.  The smart dust 

made keeping tabs on your partner 

straightforward.  Lately I’d been 

monitoring her more than ever.  

Perhaps a touch of insecurity—I’d 

been forced to take a leave from my 

position with the civil  service after a 

nervous collapse at the workplace.  It  

had been building: mindless routine, 

meaningless work, boredom. But I  

was at sea without work.  And Candace 

had started resenting me. 

        I  dumped some trash in the 

incinerator unit and carbonized it .  

Counterintuitively perhaps, recycling 

had become thing of the past.  Not 

cost effective when all  was said and 

done.  Nowadays everything was fuel.     

       The weather screen, intermittently 

cutting out,  indicated no change in 

the forecast.  Authorities urged 

people in low lying sectors to seek 

higher ground. Given the smart dust 

malfunction, that proved to be a 

logistical  nightmare.  

       Finally,  all  the screens went dark.
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They usually rebooted after an hour 

or so.  As no one was watching over 

me, I  performed a little dance in the 

middle of my living room, flipping 

the bird to unseeing sensors.  How 

novel!  How exhilarating! This was 

what privacy felt  l ike.  Admittedly it  

was exciting.  I  continued dancing 

about foolishly,  whirling and 

twirling, flailing my arms, laughing, 

until  I  winded myself.  I  sat down on 

the sofa.  That was fun.  And yet,  the 

moment would be lost forever.  My 

brief blast of virtuosity had gone 

unrecorded.  

       The doorbell  gonged.    

        I  was expecting no one.  When I  

checked the peep-scan, the visual,  

somewhat obscured by an 

unidentifiable white substance, 

presented a bearded man of dark 

countenance, but offered no 

identifying information on the data 

read-out.  

       “What do you want?” I  said into 

the mic.  

       The bearded man stared into the 

camera silently.  I  could make out 

nothing around him because of the 

white goop blurring the image.  

       “I’ll  ask you one more time and 

then I’m calling security.  What do 

you want?” 

       The man turned away from the 

camera but pushed himself close to 

it,  so that I  could only see the top of 

his shoulders.  I  glanced at the red 

panic button. A private security firm 

—Black Dove—handled disturbances 

in our sector.  Its operatives were 

brutally efficient.  

       “I’m calling security,” I  said.  He 

looked into the camera again and 

shook his head.  

       “They won’t come,” he said.  

       “Wanna bet?” 

       “They won’t come. A riot’s broken 

out in the adjacent sector.” 

       “A riot?” 

       “People have lost it .  Let me in.  My 

boy needs help.” 

        I  hit  the panic button but nothing 

happened. The red light didn’t come 

on; nor the alarm. Likely something
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to do with the smart dust.  Damn. It  

had to happen now? And this bearded 

dude, what the hell  was he going on 

about,  a boy? 

      “What boy?” I  said.  

      “My son. He’s right here.  He can’t 

stand. His legs . . .” 

      His voice faded and he disappeared 

from view. 

      I   retreated to my bedroom and 

searched the closer for a stun rod 

from my military days.  I’d won a 

merit  award during rod training and 

had successfully used it  for riot 

control during the uprisings.  It  could 

immobilize anyone with a touch. 

       Banging and yelling ensued. I  

returned to the peep-scan. 

       “Hey,” I  said.  “Stop whatever 

you’re doing.  Just stop it .” 

       “I  need help.” 

       “Yeah, you said.  Explain the 

problem with your boy.” 

       “Please let us in,” the man 

beseeched, looking into the camera 

with tortured eyes.  

       Even though a gut feeling told me 

he was not to be trusted, compassion 

prevailed.  Armed with my stun rod I  

went down to the foyer and unlocked 

the front door.  I  l istened intently but 

could only hear the rain drumming 

down. I  opened the door with the stun 

rod ready.  The bearded man stood 

there, alone, sopping wet,  his

eyebrows and beard dripping.     

      “Where’s your boy?” I  asked, about 

to slam the door shut.     

      The bearded man nodded. “He’s 

behind the tulip tree over there.” 

      I  glanced over to the tree,  

defoliated and silvery in the 

downpour, and detected movement 

behind the trunk. When I  stepped 

toward the tree,  a group of slick 

teenaged boys appeared from the 

shadows, all  wearing the latest 

impermeable reflective unitights and 

sneering with open nostrils.      

       “What do you want?” I  asked, 

showing the stun rod.  

       The bearded man smiled.  “This 

isn’t what you think,” he said.  “That 

is to say, we aren’t going to hurt you, 

nothing like that.  Relax with the stun 

rod.  Those damn things hurt.  Look 

man, with the smart dust out of 

commission we thought we might see 

what we can steal or loot,  however 

you wish to put it .” 

       “You mean, you want to rob  me?” I  

said,  astonished he would state his 

mission so straightforwardly.  “Why 

me?” 

       “Why not  you? You’re well  off.  

You’re in the civil  service.” 

       “We don’t do as well  as you 

think,” I  said,  though I  knew that to 

be a lie.  

       “Nonsense,” said the bearded
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man. “Look at this place.  You live 

well,  my friend.” 

      “What if  I  resist?” 

      The bearded man glanced at the 

boys who murmured and tittered 

under breath.  None were individually 

imposing, but there must have been 

eight or nine of them and their youth 

and vitality trumped me, even with 

my stun rod.  I  had considered taking 

out the bearded man immediately,  

severing the head as it  were, but 

something feral  in the boys‘ eyes told 

me this would have only triggered 

them. 

       “Think of us as cleaners,” said the 

bearded man, “here to clean up all  

your junk.” 

       “I  don’t like it .” 

       “You have insurance, right?” 

       “I  do,” I  admitted; everyone in the 

civil  service had insurance.  

      “Bing bang,” said the bearded 

man, swiping his hands together.  

“Once we clean house—and it’s a real  

nice place let me say, real  nice—you 

file a report and the insurance 

company will  fix you up posthaste.  

Meanwhile we walk away with the 

loot and no one’s the wiser.” 

      I  glanced at the boys, who all  

blurred together like a school of 

silver fishes.  

      “What do you want?” I  asked.  

      “Just your valuables.  Things we 

can carry on our persons.” 

      The boys began to stir.  I  couldn’t 

tell  one from the other.  They were all  

gangly and fractious, their 

restlessness mounting.  The 

downpour intensified.  The entrance 

canopy shielded them for the most 

part.  But everything was wet.  

      “Tell  them to take off  their shoes,” 

I  said.  

      “Seriously?” 

      “My partner will  kill  me if  there’s 

a mess.” 

       “Boys, do as the man says, and 

take off your shoes.  And proceed in 

an orderly fashion. Remember, only 

portable valuables.” 

       They filed into my house.  It  was 

fucked up, admittedly.  I  still  held the 
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stun rod, but with no surveillance 

and thus no enforcement using it  was 

pointless.  Let’s say I  stunned them 

all;  what the hell  would I  do with a 

bunch of inchoate teenagers and 

their bearded leader? No one was 

coming to take them off my hands.  

      “Don’t break anything!” I  warned, 

but one of them had already knocked 

over Candace’s cut-glass curio and 

all  its delicate knickknacks.  She’d be 

devastated.  

      They went for the jewels,  of 

course, pilfering Candace’s gold and 

silver necklaces,  broaches, rings and 

bracelets.  Some moron even took her 

lingerie.  They tore into my personal 

closet and helped himself to six pairs 

of rare vintage Jordans.  I  almost 

started weeping.  

      “Hey,” said the bearded man, with 

a bunch of my finest shirts and ties 

draped across his arm, “don’t take it  

so hard.  Everyone loses everything in 

the end. That’s the way it  goes.” 

      “But my Jordans?” 

      “Hey, you’re sharing a piece of 

history with the next generation.” 

       The his-and-her golf  clubs went,  

though I  didn’t lament their loss as I  

was a mediocre golfer.  Candace 

relished having her way with me on 

the greens, often goading me for days 

afterwards.  Someone even took our 

sanitation bot,  Maurice.  That was a 

mistake, I  believed, as Maurice,  

temperamental at the best of times, 

would have made anyone who wound 

up with him regret it .  Last year,  when 

we brought him to the Bot Source for 

his annual tune-up, a two day affair,  

he managed to escape and return 

home during the night.  While 

sanitation bots were not supposed to 

be sentient,  Maurice never ceased to 

amaze me. 

        It  went on for,  I  don’t know, 

twenty minutes? I  mean, we only had 

so many valuables.  

      As the laden fellows departed, the 

bearded man reached out his hand 

free of shirts and offered it  to me. I  

shook it .  

      “This has been strange,” I  

admitted.  

      “And bloodless,” he said.  “That’s 

the beauty.  And remember, after you 

file a complaint with security,  report 

it  to the insurance company. And 

forget me. Forget what I  look like,  

forget the sound of my voice.  And 

forget the lads.” 

      He departed.  I  locked up after him 

and stood in my foyer uncertain what 

to do next,  and terribly uncertain 

how Candace would react to the 

burglary and my lack of action.  

       When Candace returned, she 

looked flushed, her hair tousled.  

       “Did you go to a tanning salon?” I  
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asked.  

      She scoffed.  “That foyer is a muddy 

mess,” she said, surveying the 

jumbled living room and spotting her 

toppled curio.  “What the hell  is  this? 

Did you have company?” 

      “I  had no company,” I  said.  

      “Not really.” 

      “Not really?” “Um, it’s a long 

story.” 

      “Maurice!” Candace shouted.  

“Maurice!” She thinned her eyes.  

“Where is Maurice?” 

      I  shrugged. How could I  explain 

without coming off as pathetically 

weak? 

      “Did something happen to 

Maurice?” 

      “Why are you flushed? Did you play 

squash or something?” 

      “Tell  me what happened to 

Maurice.” 

      “They came and they took—they 

stole Maurice.” 

      “Who is they?” 

      “Does it  matter? The smart dust 

has been down. You didn’t even text 

me, did you?”         

       “You didn’t text me.” 

       “I  was busy.” 

         “So was I.” “You were gone for 

what,  five hours? You weren’t getting 

your asthma prescription filled for  

f ive hours .”   

       Candace stomped off to the 

bedroom. After a moment I  heard her 

moving things around and cursing 

under her breath.  When she came out 

again she was even more flushed. 

      “They took my lingerie?” 

      I  nodded. “And the jewelry.  We’ll  

file a report.  Insurance should cover 

most of it .” 

      She glanced at the stun rod, lying 

by my feet.  “And you let this 

happen?” 

      “The alternative—well,  thank god I  

averted violence, eh Candace.  Thank 

god.” 

      Her eyes burned. “Averted 

violence?” she hissed.  “They cleaned 

us out,  you fucking idiot!  And took 

Maurice!” 
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        I  didn’t know what to say.  Maybe I  

should have defended my property 

more forcefully.  Maybe I  had grown 

soft after years of being handheld 

and led through life by the state’s 

surveillance and security apparatus.  

    “What are we going to do without 

Maurice!” Candace cried.  

    The reality of the moment hit  me 

like a sheet of glass.  What had I  

done? 

    “I’m really sorry, Candace.  I  fucked 

up.” 

      “You fucked up?” She blinked hard.  

“No, honey, don’t be so hard on 

yourself.  You didn’t fuck up.  You’re 

on stress leave, after all .  Right? Your 

nerves.  Brr.  Your self-esteem. Brr.  All  

that.  Don’t sweat it .  Insurance will  

cover everything.”    

      She smiled in a way that made my 

legs weak.  Then she went for the stun 

rod.  

      “Be careful with that,  Candace.  It’s 

fully charged.” 

      She waved it  to and fro like a sword 

and examined it  with great interest.  

Her cheeks were burning, her eyes 

avid.  She released the safety.  

      “The smart dust’s still  down, eh?” 

she asked, as if  she needed to ask.  

      “You know it’s down.”    

      Without warning she touched the 

stun rod to my cheek.  I  collapsed to 

the floor,  my central  nervous system 
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zeroed.  I  could see and hear perfectly 

well,  but my fluttering muscles were 

unresponsive.  Candace stood over 

me, legs spread, her grin savage.  

    “Wanna know why I’m flushed, 

sweetie? Remember Jerry from the 

golf  club? Big handsome Jerry.  Yeah, 

babe.  We golfed.  We golfed real good. 

None of it  caught on camera.” 

    Candace gave me another touch of 

the rod and I  blacked out.  

      Don’t know how long I  was out,  

hours likely.  A whirring in my ear 

awoke me. Something was pushing 

me across the floor,  not quickly,  but I  

was moving.  I  opened my eyes.  The 

room was dark, my muscles still  

seized.  I  glanced to my right and saw 

the metallic green shell  and ocular 

pads of a sanitation bot:  Maurice! 

Maurice had somehow made his way 

back home! Good old Maurice.  Even in 

my dark state this elated me. He was 

full  of surprises.  And he was 

efficient,  if  not swift.  He efficiently 

continued pushing my body toward 

the incinerator chute, inch by inch, 

none of it  caught on camera.



PANTOMIME
A monster,  from the humans and the gods, 
 
Born into a line of royal blood, 
 
Its features are grotesque and wild and odd 
 
Its origins are vile.  Its cold childhood 
 
Is locked within a maze of giant stones.  
 
Taught to kill  for food and sport,  and hence 
 
It  rages through the darkness all  alone, 
 
Sniffing at the air to catch a scent.  
 
The Minotaur sees nothing more than death, 
 
As innocents and virgins are all  lead 
 
Into the bowels of his boiling breath, 
 
So to meet their end by his horned head.  
 
Each hour’s is like the last,  time after time, 
 
Trapped inside this evil  pantomime. 
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LEGACIES
 

       The body of Lord Pulenus was 

barely cold when Vel,  the ashen- 

haired tomb painter,  arrived at the 

family home to discuss funeral 

arrangements.  The widow had 

summoned him the instant her 

husband expired.  A servant answered 

the door, and Vel was gobsmacked as 

the male serf wore a green tebenna, a 

draped robe, instead of being naked 

in the usual Etruscan fashion.

       Vel  bit  his lip.  

       The lavish stone house in the 

town’s affluent central  district was a 

world apart from Vel’s sad little 

timber hut that leant on the city wall  

in easy reach of any arrows, spears or 

invaders that might make it  over the 

defences.  Every time Vel crossed into 

the prosperous area, he wondered, 

somewhat sardonically,  who thought 

scrawny artisans made the best 

cannon fodder.

B Y  D A R C Y  L I N  W O O D
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Tarquinii,  Etruria:  Circa 300 BCE 



       Vel  found the pale,  voluptuous 

widow reclining on a long seat inside 

the main room. She was a blonde 17- 

year-old, half  the age of her late 

husband. A black-haired baby 

ravenously suckled at one of her 

abounding teats,  above the robes 

yanked down to her waist.  The fresh- 

faced widow was unabashed by Vel’s 

presence and continued breast- 

feeding.  After decades in the tomb 

painting business,  Vel knew a trophy 

wife when he saw one.  

        ‘So yeah,’  the trophy wife began 

without a hint of sadness, ‘I  want 

like,  the Roman style of painting in 

the tomb. They’re just so classy, 

don’t you think?’ She didn’t wait for 

an answer.  ‘Traditional Etruscan 

artworks, if  you can call  them that,  

are like children’s doodles compared 

to fancy Roman ones,’  she said in 

Etruscan; her affected Roman accent 

grated against the tomb painter’s 

eardrums. 

       Vel  shuddered; lately all  of his 

clients wanted overly stylised Greco- 

Roman tomb paintings, which he 

found to be free of emotion or charm. 

In the old days, Etruscan tradition 

dictated that a tomb was a 

celebration of a person starting a new 

life after passing through the gates 

of death.  Vel used to love painting 

lively funerary feasts with whole 

families depicted alongside their 

naked servants,  together with the 

symbols special  to Etruscans.  The egg 

was one, representing rebirth in the 

afterlife and providing comfort for 

the mourners.  Its white shell  

protected the life force of the 

deceased within.  Greco-Roman 

rubbish was instead full  of borrowed 

half-myths, empty expressions of 

serenity and crazy animals that Vel 

had never actually seen.  However,  he 

was running a business and kept a 

good poker face as he listened to the 

bimbo-widow. 

        ‘Like, I  saw this painting once, of 

this big lion that had a goat’s head 

coming out of the back of its neck 

and a snake for a tail .’  

        ‘A chimera,’  Vel said,  cringing 

inside.  He had once seen a stillborn 

two-headed fawn — but never a 

chimera — that just took the piss.  

        ‘Yeah, that.  Well.  I  l ike,  want one 

of those on the tomb wall.  I  don’t 

want any dicks.  Dicks are just so 

passé.  The Romans would never put 

flying dicks on their artwork,’  said 

the widow as she swapped the 

suckling babe to the other breast.  

       Vel  contained a sigh; painting 

weird willies on tomb walls was one 

of the perks of his job.  Phallic images 

were meant to ward off the evil  eye, 

which used to be important to the 
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Etruscans before Roman habits began 

gnawing at their traditions and the 

old ways — his ways.  

        ‘I  think I  have all  the information 

I  need,’  said Vel in an attempt to end 

the excruciating encounter.  ‘Your 

husband briefed me on his wishes 

when he purchased his resting place.  

Tonight my serfs will  collect any 

items you would like to see put into 

your husband’s tomb for his journey.  

In the morning the haruspices will  

lead the funeral march to the 

necropolis,’  Vel  said before excusing 

himself.  

       Once outside, the old tomb painter 

exhaled a stifled groan and adjusted 

his traditional blue robes and 

woollen cloak over his tanned wiry 

frame. An early spring breeze chilled 

the air in the hilltop city of 

Tarquinii .  The sun was setting over 

the green hills of Etruria,  and Vel 

could see the Tyrrhenian Sea.  From 

its surface sparkled every colour he 

wished he could mix upon his paint 

palette.  The vista filled Vel’s heart 

with joy.  

       Tarquinii  was one of the 12 

autonomous cities that comprised the 

Etruscan League, but Vel’s once great 

culture was being eroded, assimilated 

and borrowed by a new cultural group 

who called themselves the Romans.  

Tomb art was only one facet of Vel’s 

rich heritage starting to suffer.  

        ‘The grave goods to accompany 

Lord Pulenus to the next life can be 

collected now and taken to the 

necropolis,’  Vel  told his gaggle of 

serfs.  This group was comprised of 

four naked young men and one 

wearing a dirty tebenna .  Vel  frowned 

at the latter.  ‘Since when do my serfs 

go prancing about in clothes? Take 

that thing off!’  he yelled.  

        ‘Sorry, sir.  I  was cold,’  said the 
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serf,  removing his attire.  

       The kiss of heat that haunted 

summer evenings had yet to grace the 

hills,  and Vel felt  bad for his 

outburst.  He told the lad to get 

dressed again and handed the young 

man his woollen cloak.  

       Without another word, Vel left  

them to it  and decided to get cracking 

on the tomb. Normally it  took a 

single day, from dusk until  dawn, to 

complete a funerary chamber.  Much 

of the painting was done when the 

crypt was first dug, after the owner 

had purchased it .  However,  there 

were always last moment additions or 

changes to make; often the family 

would request to have favourite 

pastimes of the deceased painted 

onto the walls,  or perhaps the 

manner in which the dead met their 

end.  Best of all,  Vel  liked depicting 

the funeral feast usually painted 

before anyone had actually kicked the 

bucket.  

       The sun glittered as it  sank behind 

the acropolis,  a mirror image of the 

necropolis on the identical  hill  next 

to it,  when Vel walked down into the 

valley separating the cities of the 

living and the dead.  The citizens of 

Tarquinii,  l ike their kin across 

Etruria,  knew it  was important to 

have the city of the dead close by in 

case you needed comfort or help from

the loved ones who had gone on to 

the next world.  Vel  found the walk to 

the adjacent hill  lugubrious, even 

though he had done the journey 

countless times and was fit  for his 

ripe age, estimated to be somewhere 

in the fifth decade.  Nonetheless,  Vel 

was as sure-footed as a mountain 

goat,  able to navigate to the 

necropolis blindfolded, and dusk 

hindered him little.  

       A pitiful  glow emanated from one 

of the tumuli  entrances and helped 

Vel locate his apprentice.  Larce sat 

cross-legged on the floor,  absorbed 

in painting a fishing boat bobbing 

along the ocean waves upon the wall  

of the unoccupied tomb. 

        ‘Boo!’  shouted Vel from the 

entrance.  

       Larce shot up, knocking over ox 

hair brushes and terracotta bowls of 

pigment as he flailed to his feet.  ‘You 

scared me, you sneaky old sod!’  he 

cried, a smile creeping across his 

darkly bearded mouth as he saw Vel 

in the entranceway. ‘Look, you made 

me spill  paint all  over the floor!’  he 

added, as they both laughed. 

       Larce wore the same blue robes as 

Vel,  except his covered a strapping 

frame upholstered with ruddy tanned 

skin.  

        ‘This tomb is owned by the crazy 

local butcher who got it  in the sales.   
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His family will  drag a whole bunch of 

meat in here for his journey to the 

afterlife anyway — we’ll  just pile it  

up over the stains, and nobody will  

notice.’  Vel  shrugged. 

 

 

       Thaddeus, the young sinewy 

archaeologist,  harrumphed as he 

tripped on a rock on the hilltop.  A 

mousy brown beard, which hid his 

weak chin, muffled the expletives 

that followed. His extraordinary 

nose, shaped much like a flamingo’s 

beak, propped up a pair of gold- 

rimmed spectacles.  ‘These Etruscan 

tombs of Tarquinia are utterly worth 

seeing,’  he assured his companion. 

       Bates strode behind him, plumper 

and older than the archaeologist.  The 

morning sun glistened in beads of 

sweat on Bates’s clean-shaven face 

and receding charcoal hairline.  He 

was a poet with a wise look about 

him, especially his steely eyes that 

missed nothing and knew much. 

       The two men weaved between the 

tumuli  atop the hill’s plateau.  Across 

the valley was the stone city of 

Tarquinia,  from which church bells 

pealed and echoed across the hills.  

They came to a halt  by a wooden door 

dug into the ground. 

        ‘I  have the key,’  announced 

Thaddeus.  ‘Most of these tombs are 

locked, since they were all  raided for 

gold and antiquities.  It  started with 

the Romans and continued with any 

other opportunists who stumbled 

upon them through the ages,’  

Thaddeus explained.  He opened the 

padlock and removed the chain.  

‘We’ll  need our candles,’  he added, 

turning to Bates with a grin.  

       As soon as the two men were 

inside the dank little tomb, Thaddeus 

pulled out his archaeology brushes 

with their ivory handles and began 

zealously brushing away dust from 

the floor.  

       Bates lit  an oil  lamp next to 

Thaddeus and looked at the walls 

using his candle.  ‘Look at all  these 

little characters busying themselves 

with hunting, fishing then feasting.  

The artist has captured such vitality 

in these Etruscan’s lives.  Look at 

these two chaps on a boat bobbing 

about on the ocean, catching their 

supper.  The sun makes them red, and 

there’s even a flock of gulls over 

their heads.  Marvellous,’  Bates 

commented.  

        ‘Enough of your whimsy, Bates.  

Come and see my discovery,’  said 

Thaddeus who still  knelt  on the dusty 

tomb floor.    

       Bates crouched by his friend’s 

side, holding the candle over the 

bedrock ground. 
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        ‘There, you see? Thaddeus pointed 

at some faded dark splodges.  

       Bates squinted.  ‘What about 

them?’ he asked with a measure of 

scepticism. 

        ‘Don’t you see?’ Thaddeus cried.  

‘This is proof that the Etruscans were 

wild people,  painting whatever they 

liked to the extent they threw paint 

around in reckless abandon.’  

        ‘Or the painter of this tomb 

accidentally spilled some paint,’  

Bates pointed out dryly.

 

        ‘Lord Pulenus popped his clogs an 

hour ago, and we have to get his tomb 

finished,’  Vel announced from the 

doorway of the butcher’s tomb, in his  

let’s-get-down-to-business  voice.  

        ‘I  can’t believe that old codger 

managed to bag such a fit  wife,’  

Larce said dreamily as his 

imagination skimmed across the 

contours of the widow Pulenus’s 

body.  ‘She has breasts the size of cow 

udders,  and the face of a goddess.’  

        ‘She might have all  of that,  son, 

but she has nothing going on between 

her ears,’  Vel  remarked gruffly.  

        ‘Who cares about what’s between 

her ears? It’s exploring those 

mountainous breasts or the paradise 

garden between her legs that I’m 

talking about.’  

        ‘I’m too old for such fancies,’  Vel  

replied.  ‘Besides, in the old days 

women with blonde hair like her were 

always whores.  But now any Etruscan 

Lord can marry one.  What is the 

world coming to?’ Vel complained as 

he placed terracotta pots onto a 

wooden tray, ready for transport to 

Lord Pulenus’s awaiting crypt.  

        ‘You got to move with the times,’  

opined Larce.  

        ‘What would you know? You’re 

young with a head full  of dreams,’ 

snapped Vel as he lit  one candle off  
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another.  ‘Our way is to have a funeral 

feast to celebrate the transition from 

this life into the next,  but I  bet you 

that bimbo will  insist on a solemn 

affair in keeping with dowdy Roman 

custom. They don’t even let their 

women outdoors.  Our women show 

their breasts to ward off the evil  eye, 

but Roman ladies are uptight and 

meek hiding behind the walls of their 

mansions.  The Romans are 

backwards, and half  of their so- 

called triumphs are built  on Etruscan 

discoveries!’  

        ‘Calm down,’ said Larce softly.  ‘I  

know you dislike the Romans, but 

there’s no need to get worked up 

about it .  Also, despite my fantasies,  I  

am a married man with two kids,  you 

know. We’re paid to paint tombs, and 

it’s up to our customers how they 

want it  done — you taught me that.’  

       Vel  was heartened that Larce was 

absorbing some of his knowledge.  

‘You defeat me with my own words,’  

Vel conceded. ‘If  you’re finished 

here, let’s get to work on Lord 

Pulenus’s tomb.’  

       The two men carried the tools of 

their trade across the barrows of the 

necropolis hilltop.  They then dived 

down a barely visible hole,  another 

half-painted empty tomb. 

Unoccupied tombs were good 

advertisements for their artwork, and

often they would do tours of them to 

hook potential  customers.  All  of the 

tumuli  hid one-chamber tombs 

carved into the bedrock of the hill,  

making it  hollow with subterranean 

resting places.  

       The chamber they entered already 

contained a fresco of Lord Pulenus, 

in red, with his pale buxom wife 

reclining at his side.  A blue and green 

pattern chequered the ceiling, while 

the two chthonic Etruscan deities of 

Charun, the bearded guide of souls 

through the underworld, and Vanth, 

his angelic companion, were depicted 

on the right-hand wall.  The 

illustration around the door showed 

Lord Pulenus on a boar hunt.  Vel  

knew that a haruspex at the couple’s 

wedding feast,  only a year ago, had 

gazed at a boar’s liver and predicted 

that the old pervert had many years 

yet to live.  Evidently,  the augers had 

been misread.  

       Vel  recounted what the widow 

requested while painting the outlines 

of revellers with a practiced hand. 

However,  the dancers were no longer 

joyful little figures,  each an 

individual in his own right,  but 

became a uniform stylised troupe in 

an expressionless line after the 

Roman fashion. The candlelight 

accentuated the vermillion of Lord 

Pulenus’s portrait,  dominating the
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far wall .  He held a white egg in his 

hand, his life force secure within.  

Next to him, the pale trophy wife 

vainly clutched her mirror — in Vel’s 

eyes an empty Roman symbol.  On 

each side of the chamber was a shelf  

where the bodies would be laid to 

rest,  the Lord now and the wife later 

when her time came. 

        In the space below the family 

crest,  depicting a wolf and a deer,  Vel 

sketched out the figure of the 

bemusing chimera.  The creature was 

to sit  above the portrait  of the 

couple.  He wondered who in the 

relationship had been the wolf and 

who the deer;  something told him 

that the trophy wife wasn’t the prey 

type.  Larce painted the figures,  

breathing life into them with colour.  

       When the pair were halfway 

through, they headed out onto the 

tumulus for a break.  A full  moon 

dispersed silvery luminescence 

across the landscape, surrounded by 

its glittery star-children.  The sea 

sparkled and embodied the magic of 

nature, which Vel and all  Etruscans 

held dearly.  The acropolis was a 

blocky mass of black shapes against 

the indigo sky.  Apart from the 

fluttering of bat wings overhead and 

the gentle lapping of the distant sea, 

the land was at peace.  

       The two tomb painters shared a

terracotta jug of wine as they popped 

green olives into their mouths, ate 

squishy overripe tomatoes and 

doused stale bread in olive oil .  

        ‘Don’t you ever wonder what fate 

has planned for us?’ Larce enquired 

as they reclined on the grass.  

        ‘I  don’t wonder.  I  just go with the 

flow. Everything we see plays a part 

in our future.  All  of this’  —Vel held 

his hands up— ‘but only the 

haruspices can divine the meanings.  

Etruscans embrace life as it’s a gift  

and meant for living, not for 

worrying about death.  Isn’t death 

just the next phase?’ Vel replied, as 

he chewed a chunk of oily bread that 

made his grey beard glisten slickly.  

        ‘That’s the way our people used to 

think,’  Larce replied delicately,  ‘but 

lately everyone obsesses with 

preparing for death instead.  I  

suppose it’s good business for us—’ 

        ‘For you,’  interrupted Vel,  

swallowing the hunk of bread.  ‘I’m 

already too old for this.  No doubt,  I  

won’t be around in this life for much 

longer.  But you are young and strong 

and have a family to think about.  You 

must continue this business.’  Vel  

paused.  ‘Larce, when I  do go, I  want 

you to promise me something.’  

        ‘Anything.  Although I  wish you 

wouldn’t talk this way.  You’ve been 

like a father to me—’ Larce
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swallowed his emotion with a swig of 

wine, but the moonlight twinkled in 

his tear-filled eyes.  

        ‘I  can stay silent on the topic of 

my death, but I’m not special  and I  

will  join the likes of Lord Pulenus 

one day.  It’s no good hiding from 

that fact.  Anyway, I  want you to be 

my tomb painter.  It  will  be your 

initiation into being the master 

artisan in our craft,’  Vel  said,  his 

tone atremble.  

       Larce nodded.   

        ‘I  want it  done in the traditional 

way,’  Vel continued. ‘I  want people 

dancing, feasting, playing 

instruments and drinking wine.  I  

want eroticism so over the top that 

it’ll  make those high and mighty 

Romans blush to their balls,’  Vel  

said,  the agitation rising in his voice 

as it  always did when it  came to the 

Romans.  

       Larce laughed. ‘I  will  do it .  I  will  

paint you the most lavish Etruscan 

tomb ever.  I’ll  call  it  something like  

The Tomb of  the Bulls—’  

        ‘That’s good, but give it  a sexual 

name. I  don’t want euphemisms or 

metaphors, I  want a tomb that sticks 

in people’s faces,’  Vel  commented.  

‘Do you remember that festival we 

went to with the northern all-female 

fertility cult?’  

        ‘How could I  forget? You took me 

there when I  was a kid.  Such sexual 

experimentation will  remain painted 

on my brain forever.  Men on men.
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Women on men. Women on women.’  

Larce made a whistling sound. ‘Man, 

that was hot,’  he added while 

adjusting his blue robes.  

        ‘Well  in that vein, call  it  

something like:  The Tomb of  

Sadomasochism.’  Vel  chuckled.  

        ‘Perhaps I  could ask the widow 

Pulenus to model  for it?’  Larce 

suggested.  

       An owl screeched from the valley 

between the cities of living and dead.  

The screech devoured the sound of 

the men’s laughter,  turning their 

conversation in a more sombre and 

reflective direction.  

        ‘Do you realise,’  Vel  began, ‘the 

tombs of this necropolis are likely to 

last longer than the Tarquinii  

acropolis? Apart from the city walls 

of course.  I  mean, this is solid rock, 

whereas that’ —he pointed to the 

opposite hill— ‘is nearly all  wooden. 

It  will  degrade with the elements,  as 

well  as human strife.’  

        ‘I  never really thought about it,’  

Larce admitted.  ‘If  our city 

disappears in time, then our 

children’s children might see our 

funerary art,  but not the actual city 

that we lived in.  What a weird 

thought,’  Larce uttered in a daze of 

reverie.  ‘What do you think our 

future kin will  make of us if  the 

Romans do eventually absorb all  of 

our ways?’ 

        ‘I  hope they will  say that the 

Romans modelled themselves on our 

noble and progressive culture.  I’m 

sure the Etruscans will  endure, a 

whole civilisation cannot cease to 

exist.  There’s no way all  of  our 

people will  defect to Roman habits,’  

Vel  assured his apprentice.  ‘Our 

ancestors travelled from far lands 

and we still  respect them,  so 

hopefully whoever lives here in the 

future will  do the same for us.  I’m 

sure people will  always visit  this 

necropolis to commune with their 

ancestors,’  Vel  concluded. 

        ‘How could they not? This place is 

sacred and nothing can change that!’  

Larce said and laughed at such a 

ridiculous notion.  

       After a brief wine-induced nap, 

Vel and Larce resumed their work.  

The serfs arrived with an ox-driven 

cart filled with possessions, food and 

wine to be placed in the tomb for 

Lord Pulenus’s journey into the 

afterlife.  Statues, amphorae, bowls,  

materials and golden ornaments were 

amongst the horde.  Vel noted sullenly 

that every year these grave goods 

became more expensive and 

elaborate.  The serfs unloaded them 

with greedy fingers and placed them 

in a corner of the chamber, while the 

two artists continued painting.  The 
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last object was a soldier’s outfit,  

complete with a peaked bronze 

helmet.  

       Vel  gawped at the armour.  ‘Lord 

Pulenus never fought a day in his 

life,’  he said with astonishment.  ‘His 

wife has sent this ornamental shit  

just to make her dead husband look 

good in the afterlife.  He made me 

paint his portrait  l ike he was so 

bullish, but when his body arrives 

here tomorrow you’ll  see that he had 

the physique of a pale tomato and 

was prone to the jitters!’  

        ‘I  suppose, if  you got a bum deal 

in life then death is your second 

chance to be a hero,’  said Larce, 

applying the last stroke of beige to 

the chimera’s taloned toe.  

 

 

        ‘That last tomb we saw was 

obviously only that of a lowly 

huntsman,’ commented Thaddeus, 

‘although my discovery of the wild 

way in which the Etruscans painted 

will  be of use to academia.’  

       The two men were once more on 

the move across the tumuli,  under 

the ferociously hot midday sun. ‘They 

really were a people obsessed by 

augers and death,’  Thaddeus added. 

        ‘I  think that last tomb was 

enlightening,’  said Bates as the pair 

headed towards the next tomb. ‘It  

was a snippet of real  everyday 

Etruscan life.  I  don’t think they were 

obsessed by death, that’s just 

vestiges of their civilisation.  Their 

boats have rotted, their nets have 

long since turned to dust and tombs 

are all  that remain.’  

         ‘A sentimental outlook,’  

Thaddeus commented with a hint of 

derision.  ‘Let’s look at one last tomb 

for today.  Then we’ll  go and enjoy a 

gin and tonic back at the hotel,’  he 

suggested.  

        ‘That’s the best idea you’ve had 

all  morning,’  Bates agreed.  He 

dabbed sweat from his brow with a 

white monogrammed handkerchief.  

        ‘This is the tomb of a great 

warrior,’  announced Thaddeus when 

they were both inside.  

        ‘How exciting,’  said Bates,  glad to 

be in the cool chamber.  He walked to 

the far wall  and examined the great 

red man lying there alongside his 

voluptuous blonde wife.  ‘He looks to 

have been an Adonis of a man,’ Bates 

commented.  

        ‘I  agree.  The only object recovered 

from this plundered tomb was an 

Etruscan bronze helmet.  Clearly,  this 

was a civilised Romanised  couple.  Just 

look at this man’s noble wife,  a 

veritable Aphrodite,  or should I  say 

Venus?’ observed Thaddeus with a 

sigh.
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       Lord Pulenus’s tomb was ready by 

breakfast on the following day.  Vel 

and Larce had to wait until  after the 

funeral to seal the tomb. They sat 

down to watch the road for the 

funeral procession.  At mid-morning 

they saw the crowd of mourners and 

sycophants appear,  all  dressed in 

different colours,  following the cart 

pulled by two white Maremma oxen 

with lyre shaped horns.  The 

procession started from Tarquinii,  

descended into the valley and 

laboriously climbed the track towards 

the necropolis.  

        ‘I  think you went too far this 

time,’  Larce whispered to Vel,  as the 

mourners congregated nearby.  

        ‘Oh?’ 

        ‘You made him look too  good. His 

portrait  is  l ike the face of sunrise,  

whereas Lord Pulenus looks like a bat 

chewing earwax.’  

       The two men coughed and covered 

their mouths to hide their 

amusement.  

       Grief,  real  as well  as imagined, 

poured upon the tomb by those 

attending the funeral.  Larce found it  

hard to look away from the grieving 

widow’s generous chest,  which 

heaved with her crocodile tears.  

Libations to the Gods, both old and 

new, were made and then the   

mourners departed back to the town 

for the traditional funerary feast,  the 

likes of which would make Bacchus 

blush.  

       The serfs,  along with Vel and 

Larce, sealed the tomb with a 

chiselled boulder.  

        ‘I  better go.  My wife will  be 

wondering where I’ve got to,’  said 

Larce.  

       Vel  clutched the young man’s arm, 

‘hold on,’  he said.  ‘The haruspices 

say that soon I  will  no longer be here.  

I’m old, the same age as our recently 

departed Lord Pulenus although 

significantly poorer.  He and I  are a 

dying breed.  When I  go you will  

inherit  everything I  have since I  gave 

my life to being an artisan, and you 

are the only one who I  can call  

family.  I  was made to be a tomb 

painter and this necropolis is  my 

legacy.  In a way, you are too.  You are 

the orphan I  brought up as my 

apprentice,  and this dawning age 

belongs to the likes of you and 

Pulenus’s widow. This new world, 

full  of Romans, no longer has a place 

for outdated farts like me.’  Vel spoke 

softly,  as if  to himself.  ‘What I’m 

trying to say is:  this  matters  — it’s 

my only legacy.’  

       Larce hugged Vel.  ‘I  know it  does.  

You have been like a father to me and 

I  love you for that,  old man.’  
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       Leaning on each other the two men 

made their way back into town, where 

Larce’s wife invited Vel to dine with 

their family.  

       That same night,  the old tomb 

painter passed away in his sleep, his 

face frozen in utter contentment.  

 

 

        ‘I’m telling you Bates,  this is the 

tomb to see in Tarquinia.  Forget what 

we saw yesterday.  This one is over 

2,000 years old and belonged to a 

prince,’  said Thaddeus, leading the 

way into a tomb. 

        ‘You’re the expert,’  Bates replied 

with a shrug.  ‘I’m just here to see the 

famed Tuscan countryside.’  

       Frescoes upon the walls of the 

empty burial  chamber drew the pair 

in.  The faint outline of a lone 

vermillion man, clutching an egg in 

one hand and a paintbrush in the 

other,  filled the left  wall,  but time 

had damaged the image severely.  

       Bates froze when his lamp’s glow 

lit  a lascivious image on the opposite 

wall .  ‘My word!’  he exclaimed. ‘These 

two men are servicing a blonde 

woman between them while hitting 

her with sticks.  This is pornography.’  

        ‘Lewd images were intended to 

ward off evil .  There’s more.  Look 

here, a flying phallus and over there 

a male couple sodomise,’  announced 

Thaddeus.  ‘In the paper I  plan to 

write,  I  shall  posit  that the Etruscans 

came from Greece originally by boat.  

Their art was an inferior copy of 

classic Hellenistic style.’  

        ‘What does it  say up there, in 

Etruscan?’ Bates pointed to the 

strange runic letters above the 

vermillion man. 
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       ‘It’s the name of the prince of  

brutes  who occupied this tomb. He 

was called Vel,’  answered Thaddeus.  

‘In my paper I  plan to state that the 

Etruscans were a barbaric race, as 

seen from the bloodthirsty scenes on 

some tomb walls.  Furthermore, their 

use of apotropaic imagery — naked 

flesh and immoral sexuality — came 

from the minds of an animalistic 

culture—’ 

       Bates interrupted, ‘I  think these 

images encapsulate an open and 

hedonistic culture,  no more savage or 

sexually deviant than modern-day 

man.’  

       Thaddeus nearly choked. 

‘Nonsense,’  he insisted.  ‘The Romans 

wrote about this extinct culture,  

saying they were barbaric people who 

shared their wives with each other.  

Surely any man can look at this and 

know it’s true,’  he said and pointed 

at a flock of phalluses.  ‘They even 

regarded women as being of the same 

social  standing and intellect as men. 

Ridiculous.’  

        ‘Perhaps the Romans just wanted 

to make themselves look good, like 

politicians of today.  Maybe what they 

wrote was propaganda? Look at this 

Mussolini fellow who’s all  the rage 

here in Italy right now.’ 

       Thaddeus snorted.  ‘Mussolini 

merely represents a protest against 

encroaching communism, a fascist 

icon for a broken country — a flash 

in the pan of no real consequence.’  

      Bates looked amused at his friend’s 

youthful certainty.  ‘I’m no expert,  

but hear me out,’  the poet began, 

‘from all  the tombs we’ve seen, I  get 

the impression that these Etruscans 

were a life-loving people who had a 

sense of humour.  

      ‘But they were also progressive, 

with their own distinct language, 

religion and cities,’  he continued. 

‘They kept their deceased nearby, 

which I  think shows tenderness and 

respect.  They conquered land and sea 

— they were pirates,  traders and 

artisans.  The Romans came later and 

might have copied many Etruscan 

innovations.  Maybe the Etruscan’s 

only crime was complacency as their 

culture was insidiously erased.  The 

truth is that you’re making 

assumptions.  Surely there isn’t 

enough here to construct a picture of 

an entire civilisation?’ 

        ‘You’re entitled to your opinions 

my friend, but my paper will  be in 

line with what mainstream 

archaeology states.’    

        ‘Sometimes I  think academia could 

do with an injection of common 

sense,’  Bates muttered.  ‘After all,  

these were human beings, just like 

us.  They liked sex, feasts,  drinking 
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and went to war just as we do now, 

except perhaps they weren’t prone to 

guilt  in the same way as we are.’  

      ‘We are civilised Brits and from 

that inherently comes guilt,’  

Thaddeus said finally.  

      Bates had to laugh. ‘Hmm. Legacies 

such as this are open to 

interpretation, and history is written 

by those who hold the pen. Right 

now, that is you.’  

 

 

       Larce was exhausted, but grief 

kept him awake.  The funeral feast 

was over,  and Vel’s body now rested 

in a tomb fit  for a prince.  Larce sat 

cross-legged by the dying fire in his 

smoky round hut while his family 

slept around him on straw mats.  He 

heard his oldest son fret in his sleep, 

and Larce went to him. 

        ‘Don’t fuss,  little one.  Vel has 

gone to the next place, but he’ll  

always watch over us.  To be honest,  

son, I’d rather have Vel here than be 

master tomb painter…’ Larce trailed 

off.  ‘You’ll  be my apprentice now. I  

promise not to scar your mind with 

fertility festivals,  or let  you drink 

wine until  you puke purple like Vel 

did with me. But,  I  will  nurture you, 

like Vel did me,’  said Larce, blinking 

away his tears.  

        'I  guess tomb painting is now 

and went to war just as we do now, 

except perhaps they weren’t prone to 

guilt  in the same way as we are.’  

      ‘We are civilised Brits and from 

that inherently comes guilt,’  

Thaddeus said finally.  

      Bates had to laugh. ‘Hmm. Legacies 

such as this are open to 

interpretation, and history is written 

by those who hold the pen. Right 

now, that is you.’
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A LOUNGE FULL 
OF DEAD QUEENS
one by one they enter the front room, remove their shoes and take up in sofas and 
armchairs,  
 
they shake off the shale,  clinker and mudstone in their teeth.  
 
Rowen. Sexburga.  Boudica busy exploding out of her territory by farting over the 
biscuits,  
 
her hare snoring loudly in the folds of her dress,  dead-eyed and battle-ready.  
 
Cartimandua. Bertha.  Ethereldreda.  Edburga.  Judith.  Egwyna busy kissing her belly 
for in a vision she beheld a prodigy, moonshine from her womb to England where 
now there is bad politics,  daytime drama and debts children can never pay.  
 
my grandmothers are among them, Elfreda and Elvira,  stewing in my grief-language 
written across all  our breasts 
theirs wrinkled by baby mouths, men’s tongues, cobblestone kitchens and slate 
fingers 
 
all  queendoms ball-chained with spears,  milkbottles and something we call  ‘love’ 
 
head in hands, I  disappear into the blue and my shatterlines,  my mad-sanity salting 
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VAGABOND 
SEED

       The minotaur told the mermaid he 

loved her,  but their liaison lasted 

only so long, and when some years 

later the gods took note of the fruits 

of that tryst they did not fume or row 

but only wept for the wretched pink 

creature who would know no home on 

land or sea.  
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ROSABELLE, 
BELIEVE

On a day of no importance: dark of winter,  far from seances 

and anniversaries,  at  last he gave her message through a man 

who wouldn’t take a reward: answer,  tell ,  pray-answer,  look,  

tell ,  answer-answer,  tell  // a code tapped out in syllables,  letters 

across the stage for his encore performed between there and here 

– b e l  i  e  v e – she was waiting to accept,  to say her part //  one 

last chance to forgive the waking walking world for everything 

it  stripped from him, the world in which he must have turned 

to smoke, escaping cuffs and cells and chains //  learn to fly,  

Houdini—they sit  in circles,  holding hands, invoking your name.
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LUMINOSITY
B Y  A N I T A  G O V E A S

       At 6 o’clock,  Henrietta watches 

Mr Pickering, Cecilia Payne, 

Williamina Fleming and the other 

computers go home. She promised to 

lock up, she usually does what she is 

told.  The sun is dropping below the 

horizon, tinting the sky and the red- 

brick building next to the 

observatory.  Cecilia walks the tree- 

lined avenue face upwards, feet 

confidently placed, drawn to the 

daily mystery others neglect.  The 

pink-flushed clouds send delicate 

tendrils down, as if  creating letters.  

Henrietta relies on letters now, to 

check her instructions and to remind 

herself  of her voice.  The stars are 

emerging, far enough away to be 

twinkling pin-pricks, too close to be 

the ones she has mapped. She returns 

to the ones on her desk.  

       The photographic plates are 

smooth, cool,  umblemished. Like the 

Fountain of Neptune.  Like the water 

of the Seine.  Like the Great Refractor,  

nestling in the room upstairs,  that 

she will  never get to use.  Face always 

tilted upwards.  Henrietta’s eyes are 

down, also scaning stars.  She 

straightens her navy serge dress,  it’s 
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soft under her fingers.  The whispers 

about the harem have muted since the 

usefulness of  Annie Cannon’s star 

classification system, but in 

unspoken consenus they all  incline to 

monotones.  

      Like freshly-dug potatoes or bread 

forgotten in the panty, the little 

room is musty.  When the other 

Harvard computers are packed in, she 

wallows in wafts of violet,  hints of 

clamshell  and flutters of vanilla.  As 

she touches the lucent flecks on the 

stellar slides,  she contemplates the 

Cepheid stars.  They would smell  of 

burning metal and gunpowder.  But 

the essences of space will  not linger 

on hatches and suits for sixty years



       She wants to chew on her pencil,  a 

habit from Sunday school when Miss 

Kelly insisted they all  read aloud. She 

chews instead on a peppermint,  

rolling the freshness in the infinity 

between cheek and tongue.  She 

worked through lunch today, 

oblivious to anything but cycles of 

brightness.  The brightness and 

magnitude of Cepheid stars.  

Williamina had provided fudge, and 

she had nibbled a piece, long 

accustomed to following her lead.  She 

was the reason they were present,  Mr 

Pickering’s first hire.  Earning her 

keep by finding the Horsehead 

Nebula.  Henrietta swallows shards of 

mint.  Stars would taste of burnt sugar 

or toasted corn.  

       A keen breeze rattles the blind at 

the only window. It  brushes over 

empty desks, stacked with notebooks 

and slides.  The sky is darkening,  the 

moon scanning sickle.  There lies her 

Leavitt  crater,  anonymous now, to be 

her memorial  and symbol of fellow 

deaf astronomers.  Henrietta shivers,  

she has always shrunk from cold.  

Wrapped up in layers in French 

vineyards.  Buttoned-up coat sipping 

coffee in Italian piazzas.  Before the 

fever that wrecked her hearing, she 

would be impacted by atmosphere.  

Before she imagined the effects of 

energy in space.

       She wanders to the bookshelf,  

rubbing her arms. The books are 

packed in tightly.  Henrietta has scant 

time for leisure.  More data is 

collected than can be catalogued. 

Before she left,  Antonia Maury would 

perch on desks, or twist pencils into 

her hair,  always moving.  Henrietta is 

content to be handed her projects.  

Content to scan her data,  identify the 

clusters,  make her conclusions under 

Mr Pickering’s name. Antonia 

couldn’t adjust to being ignored.  

       Henrietta steadies her magnifying 

glass.  The Cepheid stars have 

revealed their truth.  Cycles of 

brightness give absolute magnitude.  

Later,  when the information has 

enlightened us to the expansion of 

the universe, there will  be petitions 

on her behalf for prizes and 

commendations.  But Henrietta 

Leavitt  will  have already diffused 

back into hydrogen and carbon, into 

the elemental universe.
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DOUBLE HISTORY
At school,  we’d be jubilant when the TV was wheeled in.  
Hungry for a Night of the LongKnives, feather-brained Braun 
or learning how to salute with two fingers.  
 
If  the teacher was two minutes late,  we knew. 
Heard the metal scrape and screech along the concrete floor,  
Hearts imploding like a neglected buzz bomb.    
 
For the cool ones, it  was belly flop to the back row 
Like your life or a classmate’s depended on it,  
Pinching skin in the weary metal through summer shorts.     
 
We’d wish ourselves evacuees, dispatched to the country.  
A holiday from mum and dad and our eleven-year-old stresses.     
How lucky, those cockney kids with their taste of adventure 
Each gifted their own brown box and elusive banana. 
 
Those were the Great Days.  
Our happiness might’ve peaked.  The teacher would cry: 
“We’re watching Schindler’s List for the next two weeks!” 
And we’d conga the halls,  bouncing off our bunker walls.  
 
Because we got excited by Nazis.  
Because we thought they were dead.    
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ON THE PROPER USE 
OF MOSQUITOES

       They won’t let  me sleep.  My 

father,  a halo of insects around his 

head, is  singing of Robbie Burns’ 

heart that’s apparently ‘in the 

highlands a-following a deer’,  in 

Russian first,  then in English.  Drink 

always made him jolly,  and it  earned 

him our neighbours’ respect (before 

they met him they’d thought Jews 

didn’t drink).  The night is silly,  all  

soft grey light and drunk Zglevian   
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songs.  The insects buzz knowingly; 

he will  be theirs soon. Should I  warn 

him?  I  could say: ‘Avoid, 

cancerogenic foods’,  ‘Don’t smoke 

forty cigarettes a day’;  ‘When they 

bring in free-trade try to make 

money slowly to avoid stress’.  But 

will  that scare him? I  am the child He 

loved; I  am the Girl  from Earth; I  am 

an emissary from the future.  My 

knowledge is His undoing.  In my  



night dress,  my hair messed up, my 

toes curled on the gravel,  I  look like a 

ghoul.  Ghoulishly,  I  walk towards the 

fire.     

      He forgets to get angry at me: ‘Why 

are you up?’ 

      ‘Couldn’t sleep.  Mosquitoes in my 

room’ 

      ‘And you used them for time- 

travel? Not bad’.  

      ‘You noticed!’  I  say.  It  was always 

like that.  He’d spend most of the time 

ignoring me and then suddenly, 

there’d be a huge flash of total  

understanding and kindness.  

        ‘Well,  since you’re all  grown up, 

here have a sip’.  

       Oh I  am grateful,  and suddenly 

curious and excited about alcohol.  

        ‘So what’s it  l ike in the future?’ Is 

Zglevia still  there? 

         It  isn’t,  but I  don’t tell  him. 

Besides he’s busy explaining how the 

internet would work and why it  could 

never exist.  And I  l isten.  It  saves me 

from telling him what actually 

happened. 

         ‘In the future’,  I  say, ‘things are a 

bit  different;  it’s nice to get back 

here, but I  can’t always control 

where I’m going to end on my time- 

line; we use mosquitoes as time- 

machines, and it’s all  hush-hush, so 

nobody can tell  you if  you’re doing it  

wrong’.    ‘You’re doing just fine’ he  

says.  And I  pretend his words are a 

life lesson, a message from the deep.  

       Zglevia was destroyed with a 

secret time-warp weapon. It  was the 

Yanks or the government trying to 

thin out population or a freak 

accident or a type of land-mine left  

over from the Second World War.  

Everybody knows what happened, but 

when you try to think about the 

event,  your head fills with static.  It’s 

called the Big Blur.  I  survived.  The 

kid across the road, the one who had 

a forced labor camp and torture 

chamber for mosquitoes, showed me 

how to time-travel.  His sister showed 

me how not to see things.  I  don’t 

know if  they are alive.  Some people 

died by slipping on ice,  others by 

falling out of helicopters,  and some 

by getting a heart-attack while 

spying on their neighbours, the rest 

were stretched across their time- 

lines,  with their memories hanging 

out like membranes across the empty 

space.  I  am not sure how long it  all  

lasted and whether it  was ever over is 

not clear.  My father didn’t survive 

obviously,  but right now, in this 

bright night,  protected by his big 

whisky laugh, I  find grief irrelevant.  

       The smoke is pestering us but 

keeps the insects at bay.  He forgets 

the other grown-ups, chats to me, 

shows an interest in my future family
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and career,  and it’s all  good, but his 

patience runs out.   I  scratch the bites 

on my legs too much, or I  fidget too 

much, and he gets irritated and sends 

me back to bed.  

      Me.  Me, grown up, me, the visitor 

from another dimension. He banishes 

me, as if  our time together is infinite 

and inexpensive.  So I  cry into the 

summer night,  into the non-existent 

bonfire sparks, pines, nettles,  the 

smell  of the sea, and the smoke that 

goes up and higher up into the   

Northern air,  to make him 

understand; no, it  was not fair.  None 

of it  was.  

      But as I  go up the stairs into the 

house, my time-line catches up with 

me. I  am a grown-up, and grown-ups 

are happy and grateful.  In gratitude, I  

offer the throngs my arm. I  watch 

their bellies fill  up; deep is their 

thirst,  and great is their need.  And I  

let  their needles recalibrate,  their 

tiny engines accelerate,  and bring me 

back to my present,  to where I  really 

am, and as I  reach my present,  

shifting and improbable and 

precious, sleep finally comes.    
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TWO PATHS TO THE 
CEMETERY ON THE HILL

Two paths to the cemetery on the hill,  
one chewed to stones by rain and age, 
one steep and smooth as raven’s bill .  
 
I  had to choose, so it  goes, still,  
flowers and undergrowth, a trail  haunted by sage, 
two paths to the cemetery on the hill .  
 
Old dog by my side rushes to kill,  
each rustle,  her blood lust,  an animal rage, 
one steep and smooth as raven’s bill  
 
would have been the wiser choice,  will  
not split  to catch and break a carriage, 
two paths to the cemetery on the hill,  
 
one with stories,  the other,  new and still,  
vapors,  rotten things, this constant pilgrimage, 
one steep and smooth as raven’s bill  
 
was never my way, I  want my fill  
of  indigo magic,  and weather-wilted page, 
two paths to the cemetery on the hill,  
one steep and smooth as raven’s bill .  
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SHAPES IN THE MIST
       We’ve traveled far,  my crew and 

me, their captain.  We’ve journeyed 

past thousands of stars and worlds.  

Our small  ship has sailed through 

space.  None of our kind has ever been 

this far away from home. Our voyage 

has taken decades.  We’ve slept much 

of the time. Our automatic system 

has awakened us occasionally to 

perform some needed task.  Or maybe 

it  was simply to give us a break from 

sleeping, from dreaming of the 

unknown and those we’ve left  behind. 

       Now we’re all  fully awake.  It’s 

time. We’ve landed on this green 

world, the third planet in a system 

that revolves around a bright yellow 

star of average size.  We’ve sensed 

signs of life.  We pause now at the 

doorway. Large creatures swim 

before us in the murky water.  An 

uncharted world with uncharted 

waters.  I’m going to stand for a 

moment, my tail  held high, before I  

issue the command. I  want to 

remember this.  In a moment we will  

raise our wings and fly out in 

formation to meet them. First 

contact.
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THE EYE
Dollhouse will  dim when he commands goodnight.  

Six chandeliers,  nine candelabrum cede 

enchanted light.   All  die but pillar,  slight,     

beside your bed, brick candle wax free bleeds 

eight hours in a magician’s stead.   He leaves 

his proxy flame, perpetual night light,  

a circle cipher in a canopy 

that maps good girl  geography.  Respite 

red curtains, bridal lace bedspread, a wet 

embroidered pillow for a weepy head.  

Eyes half  open/awake with fear,  regret,  

a bedroom window peek pulls wide with dread.  

Unblinking terror magic magnifies,  

a familiar squint,  ice-blue, female eye.  
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NO TIME FOR 
OBSESSION

       The apartment is remarkable in its 

orderliness but depressing in its 

utilitarianism, exactly as Katherine 

Doyle had imagined it .  Well,  at  least 

those few times over the last fifteen 

years that she had bothered to think 

about where her father lived.  

       The suit,  her father’s only one, is  

easy enough to find.  More than a 

decade out of style but clean and 

pressed under a thin plastic bag, it’s 

hanging in the apartment’s sole 

closet.  Her mother had suggested 

buying a new suit,  but Katherine 

refused.  She may not have spoken to 

her father in fifteen years,  but unless 

he had drastically changed his ways, 

she is certain the frugal man would 

not have wanted that.  Besides, 

Katherine believes her mother gave 

up the right to have input on such 

things back when she divorced him. 

       Katherine grabs the one dress 

shirt and the lone tie in the closet as 

well .  She breathes a sigh of relief at 

not seeing her dad’s old dress 

uniform, only now admitting to

herself  that she’d been worried about 

what to do if  she found it .  After all,  

nobody loved being a cop more than 

Sidney Doyle,  but Katherine didn’t 

know if  they had let him keep the 

uniform–or if  her father had even 

wanted to keep it–after they kicked 

him off the force.  If  it  had been in 

that closet she would have had to 

consider taking it  instead of the suit.  

       Having found the suit,  which was 

the only reason she had come here, 

Katherine heads for the door.  That 

only takes four steps, the place is so 

small.  Katherine marvels that anyone 

could live off  one-third of a police 

detective’s pension. She knows that 

before Social  Security kicked in he 

used to make a little extra money 

from occasional security guard and 

private detective jobs, but still .  Well,  

Katherine thinks with a shrug, Dad’s 

frugality came in handy. The total  

value of everything in the apartment 

wouldn’t even come close to the price 

of the business outfit  she’s wearing.  

       When Katherine opens the door 
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she is startled to find a man standing 

there.  “Who are you?” she asks.  

      “Uh…I’m the superintendent.” The 

man holds up a large ring of keys as 

if  it’s some form of identification.  

“Who are you?” 

         “Katherine Doyle,  Sid’s daughter.  

Did you know he died yesterday?” 

Katherine is surprised about how 

matter-of-factly she just said that.  

       The superintendent looks down 

and shakes his head.  “No. Sorry to 

hear it .  I  knew he was in the hospital,  

though. I  was the one who called 911 

the other day.  I  came up to check his 

thermostat because he said it  wasn’t 

working right.  He didn’t answer the 

door so I  let  myself  in and he was 

lying in the floor.  Right over there.” 

The man pauses, staring at a spot on 

the worn carpet.  “Looked like a heart 

attack.” His eyes return to Katherine.  

“Was it  a heart attack?” Katherine 

nods, the man’s sorrowful expression 

making her regret her callous manner 

in breaking the news. They must have 

been friends.  She is considering 

making an apology when he says, 

“Lady next door heard you in here 

and called me. She thought you might 

be a burglar or something.” 

       “Yes, well,  thank you for being 

attentive.” Katherine pauses 

awkwardly.  She doesn’t want to deal 

with putting her father’s affairs in 

order just yet,  but this guy seems to 

be in no hurry to leave.  “I assume the 

rent is paid up, so I’ll  settle things 

with the manager before the end of 

the month. I’ll  be sure to mention 

how attentive you were.” 

       “Yeah. Thanks.” The super 

scratches his head.  “Uh, listen, Katie 

—” 

       “Katherine.” 

       “What?” 

       “Katherine.  My name is 

Katherine.” 

       “Oh. Sorry.” He shrugs.  “Your dad 

always called you Katie.” 

       For a moment, Katherine is 

speechless.  Not having spoken to– 

and rarely even having thought 

about–her father for so long, she’d 
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never considered that he might still  

talk about her to other people.  He was 

the only person who called her Katie.  

He was the only person she allowed to 

call  her Katie.  

       “You’re the lawyer,  right?” Asks 

the superintendent.  

       Katherine nods and wonders what 

her crazy father would have said 

about her to this man. Did this guy 

know that Katherine and Sidney had 

parted ways when she was halfway 

through law school? Had Sidney 

confessed that as a lifelong cop he 

just couldn’t stand that his only child 

had decided to become a criminal 

defense attorney? 

       “Is there something I  can help you 

with?” Katherine’ words sound 

harsher than she means them to.  

       “Uh… well,” the man shifts his 

weight from foot to foot.  “I was 

wondering if  I  could step inside and 

get a videotape Sid borrowed a while 

back.” 

       Katherine isn’t sure if  she can 

trust this man, but he already has a 

key to the place.  If  he’s a thief he can 

come in any time he wants.  She 

quickly decides that she’s over- 

thinking the situation.  There’s 

nothing in the apartment of any value 

for the guy to steal,  and there’s 

nothing there that either she or her 

mother wants.  She forces a half

smile.  “Of course.  Come on in.” 

       Katherine follows the super to 

what was supposed to be an eat-in 

kitchen but was obviously Sid’s work 

space: tiny desk, several banker 

boxes in orderly stacks, an ancient 

computer,  a much newer 

printer/copier/fax machine 

combination connected to the 

computer by cable,  and an absolutely 

stuffed bookcase.  She is surprised at 

the number of books and movies she 

sees.  She remembers her father 

watching the news and reading the 

paper every day, but almost never 

picking up a book or watching a 

movie.  

       To the super,  she says, “You can 

take whatever books and movies you 

want.” Katherine thinks that 

whatever the super doesn’t want 

them, she’ll  donate them to the local 

library or a retirement home. Or just 

throw away. 

       On the rare occasion Sid had read a 

book or watched a movie,  she recalls,  

it  had always been a western.  But as 

she looks over the bookcase she 

doesn’t see the expected names of 

Grey, Portis,  and L’Amour on the 

spines of the paperbacks.  Instead she 

sees a variety of authors from 

multiple genres: Heinlein, Lewis,  

Koontz, Turtledove, Ellison, and 

several others.  The lower shelves are
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full  of hardback books.  She can tell  

what some of them are about from 

their titles or authors: science, 

physics,  Einstein, Sagan, Hawking. 

There are more, though, that have 

names and titles she’s never seen 

before.  

         If  Katherine had stepped into the 

kitchen and seen all  this upon 

entering the apartment earlier,  she 

would have wondered if  she was in 

the right place.  She glances around 

again, for the first time not looking 

for anything, but for the first time 

truly looking at the apartment: her 

father’s home. 

       And she realizes that she had no 

idea who her father had become. 

       “Got it .” The voice startles her out

of her pondering.  

         Katherine turns to see the super 

standing over an open box on the 

floor.  Inside are several VHS tapes 

and DVDs, many of which look as if  

they came from the bargain bin of the 

local discount store.  She steps closer 

and reads some titles.  Like the books, 

they seem to be from a hodgepodge of 

genres.  In a glance, she sees 

Schwarzenegger wearing sunglasses 

and holding a big handgun, a kid in a 

puffy vest standing beside a 

DeLorean, that guy who got paralyzed 

dressed in old-timey clothes, and one 

apparently about monkeys.  The super 

tenderly holds a battered VHS box 

with a weird silhouette of a guy on a 

motorcycle.  

       “Sid borrowed that from you?” 

       “Yeah. A while back.” 

       “He used to only like westerns.” 

       The super’s face lights up.  “This is 

a western.  Well,  kind of.  That’s why I  

showed it  to him. It  was a few years 

ago.  Sid came down to my place to 

watch the baseball  game, but it  got 

rained out.  I  knew he liked westerns, 

and this was the closest I  had, so we 

watched it .” 

         “What do you mean it’s ‘kind of’  

a western?” 

         The super grows more excited.  

“It’s about this guy riding his 

motorcycle in the desert and he
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stumbles into a government 

experiment and gets sent back in 

time to the old west.  It’s one of my 

favorites.  I  tried to tell  your dad 

about it  a few times and he wasn’t 

interested.  To be honest I  think he 

was just being polite when he agreed 

to watch it  with me that day, but he 

ended up really liking it .  He asked to 

borrow it  and probably watched it  

three or four times in a row. After 

that was when he started getting all  

these.” The super waves a hand at the 

loaded bookcase.  

         Science fiction? Katherine is 

amazed that a person’s taste in 

entertainment could change so 

drastically.  She says, “On second 

thought, can… uh… can you leave all  

this alone for now? I’d like to look 

through it .  I  promise you’ll  get back 

anything here that’s yours.  In fact,  

you can have any of it  you want.  The 

furniture as well .” She remembers 

the rickety-looking sedan she had 

passed outside, the same car her dad 

owned had eighteen years ago when 

he was kicked off the force.  It  hadn’t 

been new even then. “Maybe you can 

ask around and see if  one of the other 

tenants wants to buy his car?” 

       “Uh… okay.” The super hesitates a 

moment, clearly debating whether or 

not to say something.  Finally,  he 

blurts.  “Look, I  know it’s none of my

business,  but you should at least take 

that picture.  I  know Sid would have 

wanted you to.” 

       Katherine follows the pointing 

finger and sees the framed 

photograph, the only one in the 

place.  Dad in his dress uniform, 

Katherine in cap and gown, standing 

under a tree with arms around each 

others’ shoulders and identical  grins 

on their faces;  Katherine’s college 

graduation, before she started law 

school.  Dad had still  been on the 

force then, still  free from the 

obsession that would begin to drive 

him crazy just a few weeks later.  Her 

parents had still  been married too, 

her mother competed with that 

obsession for three years before she 

kicked him out.  “Yeah, thanks, I  

will .” 

       The superintendent places the 

videotape on the desk and turns to 

leave, but hesitates once again.  “I,  

uh… I know that you and your dad 

weren’t close.  And I  know he was 

pretty weird about,  you know, that 

one case.  But he really was a great 

guy and he loved you and your 

mother a lot.  For what it’s worth… 

uh… he never… well,  he never had any 

women up here or anything.  I  don’t 

know if  that means anything to you, 

but it  would to me.” He leaves 

without another word, closing the
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door behind him. 

       Katherine Doyle drapes the suit  

over the back of the worn recliner and 

sits at her father’s desk.  She has no 

time for her father’s obsession, but 

the superintendent’s words force her 

to think about “that one case.”  A 

newly-elected city councilwoman was 

murdered for no apparent reason. She 

had been taking out the trash one 

night when someone cut her throat 

with a broken bottle.  She bled to 

death in her own yard.  The 

councilwoman, who called herself  “a 

local girl  with humble roots”, was 

level-headed and charismatic.  She 

had a good rapport with every 

demographic,  and people from all  

sides of the political  arena really 

liked her.  The only people who had 

any problem with her were some 

entrenched city and state politicians 

who didn’t like her outspoken ideas 

about rooting out corruption, under- 

the-table financial  dealings, and 

wasteful spending in the city 

government.  Sid Doyle had liked her 

but had been vocal in his doubt that 

just one member of a twelve-member 

city council  could do much to change 

anything.  This councilwoman has 

been mostly forgotten now, but 

Katherine remembers agreeing with 

most everybody else in town back 

then: if  this woman hadn’t been 

killed that night,  she would probably 

have passed through the mayor’s and 

governor’s offices and be in the Oval 

Office in less than twenty years.  

       “Hmmm,” mutters Katherine, 

quickly doing the math from the most 

recent presidential  election.  “She 

might even be the president right 

now.” 

       Sidney Doyle had the bad luck to 

be the homicide detective assigned to 

councilwoman’s murder case.  The 

only clue to the killer’s identity had 

been one bloody shoe print left  

behind on a cereal box from the 

garbage, but that lone clue had led 

the dogged detective nowhere.  

       As Katherine digs through the 

boxes and files,  a long-held 

assumption is affirmed. She was 

painfully aware that her dad’s 

obsession with the case didn’t end 

when he was kicked off the force.  

Now she saw that it  had not ended 

when he was kicked out of his 

marriage and home either.  Katherine 

shakes her head.  Even though his 

obsession with solving this case had 

cost Sidney Doyle everything–his 

reputation, his career,  his family,  his 

friends, his home, his sanity–he 

never let it  go.  

       Sidney had been fired because he 

neglected his other cases.  He had 

ignored direct orders to move on.  
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There had been complaints of 

harassment made against him from 

potential  suspects.  Eventually he had 

been put on medical leave and 

ordered to see the department 

psychologist.  But nothing could 

dissuade him from pursuing the case.  

It  was the only case he never closed.  

And it  was the case that he had 

allowed to end his career with the 

police department.  

         And evidently he never stopped 

working on it .  

       Katherine flips through page after 

page of case notes.  Sidney had 

recorded hundreds of leads so 

anorexic they were barely more than 

guesses.  No witnesses had ever come 

forward, and since home security 

cameras were rare back then there 

were no photos.  No viable suspects 

had ever been named, but Sid had 

speculated on paper how and why 

dozens of different people could have 

done it .  And he had ended up 

dismissing each one.  

       Digging deeper,  Katherine 

discovers that Sidney sent an image 

of that lone shoe print to dozens of 

crime labs as well  as to every shoe 

manufacturer he could find, from 

giant corporations to upscale custom 

cobblers with limited clientele.  He 

had begged major newspapers across 

the country to run photos of it .  Some 

had, judging from the clippings she 

finds.  But no one ever identified the 

shoe the print came from, much less
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pointed him toward someone who 

might have been wearing that shoe on 

the night of the murder.  

       There are hundreds of letters and 

faxes with photos of that shoeprint.  

In one file she finds dozens of faxes 

from one of Sid’s old buddies in the 

crime lab right there in town. She 

realizes that,  on the fifteenth of 

every month, Sid had faxed this guy 

the image and asked him to check 

again to see if  that shoe’s sole 

pattern was in any computer 

anywhere.  The most recent date she 

sees is just three days ago, the day he 

died.  With a weary sigh, Katherine 

realizes that pointlessly sending 

another fax of that stupid shoeprint 

might very well  have been her 

father’s last act before he died.  For 

every month except this one a fax had 

come back reporting zero hits.  

       Her back stiff,  Katherine stands 

and stretches.  When she checks her 

watch she’s shocked to learn that she 

has been in the apartment for almost 

two hours.  With a wry smile,  she 

experiences the first glimmer of 

empathy with her father’s obsession.  

This case can indeed suck a person in.  

       Especially that shoe print.  

       She looks at the eight-by-ten 

photo of it  pinned to the tiny 

corkboard on the kitchen wall.  Why 

were no matches ever found? Even 

custom shoemakers keep records.  

And if  it  was custom, why would 

someone who could afford custom- 

made shoes commit a pointless,  

random murder? It  looks as if  Sid 

sent that photo to the FBI,  the RCMP, 

the US Army’s CID, the U.K.’s 

National Crime Agency, Mexico’s 

Federal Investigation Agency, and 

some foreign agencies that Katherine 

has never heard of.  Some of them 

apparently never replied, but those 

who did all  said the same thing: no 

hits,  no matches.  It’s as if  that shoe 

simply has never existed.  

       The question nagging at Katherine 

Doyle’s curiosity the most,  though, is 

that of her father’s changed taste in 

movies and books.  She moves to the 

bookshelf and boxes and starts 

reading back covers,  dust jackets,  

tables of contents,  and video boxes.  

At first glance the works seem to run 

the gamut: thrillers,  action, 

westerns, comedy, hard science, 

popular science, conspiracy theory, 

superhero.  Eventually,  though, 

among the fiction, non-fiction, and 

academic works she discerns the 

single,  common element.  

       “Oh, Dad,” Katherine says aloud. 

“Time travel?” For all  these years 

she never really wanted to believe it,  

but if  Sid Doyle was so completely 

obsessed with solving this case that
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he was willing to consider something 

so ridiculous, then Katherine finally 

knows for sure.  “You really were 

crazy.” 

       Katherine rubs her eyes,  feeling a 

headache coming on.  She glances at 

the dark computer monitor and 

wonders what further craziness she 

might find on the hard drive.  

Checking her watch again, though, 

she realizes there isn’t much time to 

get the suit  to the funeral home 

before they close.  The computer will  

have to wait.  

       Katherine grabs the suit  and heads 

for the door, but stops when the 

phone rings.  After a single ring, the 

printer/fax machine begins to make 

noise.  Too curious to leave, Katherine 

steps to the machine to see who is 

faxing her father.  The machine spits 

out a single page and she sees a 

slightly fuzzy black and white copy of 

police department letterhead.    

       Still  holding the suit  with one 

hand, she picks up the page with the 

other and begins to read.  

       What she reads causes Katherine 

to drop the suit  and sit  down in the 

desk chair,  aware of neither action.  

Her mouth hangs open as she looks 

up from the page in her hand to her 

father’s files and boxes, and then, 

with a growing sense of fear and awe, 

at the books and movies about time
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       Katherine Doyle feels closer to her 

father than she has in eighteen years,  

and closer to insanity than she ever 

has.  

       The page that falls from her hand 

reads: 

 

       Date:  May 20 

       To: Sid Doyle 

       From: Allan Bruce, crime lab 

       Re:  Shoeprint 

 

       Sid,  you are not going to believe 

this.  I  finally got a hit  on your 

shoeprint!  

        It’s a mid-price sneaker,  made in 

Cambodia by an American company, 

easily available anywhere in the U.S.  

       But get this,  and this is really 

weird, seeing as how you’ve been 

sending this thing to me for so many 

years.  

       The shoe just hit  the market two 

weeks ago!!  

       Please give me a call,  because even 

though I  am absolutely certain I’m 

right,  I  just don’t understand how 

this can be.



THE ANCIENT HOUSE
i  was called in at nights 
(close during the day? don’t  be si l ly)  
threading alleys with undesirable 
flag-bearers of jack and jameson 
gargling threshold sleepers 
for the betterment of commerce 
 
i  was called in to renovate 
postmodern patchups 
temporally blurring 
the bygone with the near-flung 
taking a hammer to heritage 
for the betterment of commerce 
 
make me whole        
creaked winding stairwells 
that peaked in attics vacuous 
laden with tote,  blender and dry-fasts 
leeching all  identity 
franchise vampires 
wood-worming history 
for the betterment of commerce 
 
i  was called in to prettify 
install  faux-wooden walkways 
align tattooed beam-veins 
splinter the premodern 
eradicating the singular 
consumer eyesores 
for the betterment of commerce 
 
in between swings 
i  take comfort from discomfort 
there’s only so much i  can do 
to an amputee phoenix 
sinking into disrepair 
 
& sometimes it  sticks 
sometimes i  believe it  
then a low-hanging pack of liquorice falls 
the ancient house shuffling at 
revisionist heresy 
ignominious synergy 
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FATHER TIME
t 
i 
c 
k 
 
t 
o 
c 
k 
 
 
The grandfather 
 
clock, keeps 
 
time, twelve 
 
gongs. She 
 
has made 
 
it to another day. 
 
 
Silence, outside the 
 
dining room window 
 
where she lay 
 
dying. Darkness shrouds 
 
the small house that 
 
holds her body, while 
 
her soul prepares for flight. 

B Y     C H R I S T I N E  A .  B R O O K S
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Tick tock. The grand clock just won’t stop 
 
TICKING 
 
If only it would, she could stay. The chime builds now, 
 
at quarter past the hour. I wish I could hold the hands 
 
of Father Time. Hold them tight, so they could not move, could 
 
not take her to the place I cannot visit.  
 
 
The silence is pierced by the crunch of a slow moving car on the ice. Where 
 
are they going at this late hour? Tick tock. The pressure is mounting. The chime 
 
ever building on the grand clock, as it reminds me with every tick and every tock that 
 
the night is fading, time is winning. And I am not in charge. Stop! Stop! I yell to the 
 
fucking clock. But it is deaf to my pleas, and just keeps marching on to the Valley of Death, 
 
playing its death march tick tock tick tock. 
 
 
Half past the hour now the chime is louder, longer now taunting me. I hold her close stroke her 
arm. Remove the cool facecloth from her forehead. It won’t help her anymore. His arms are 
around her now. So I know it is time to let go. The clock has stopped no more tick no more tock. 
Grief takes time they say but how can I heal when the clock has gone 
 
silent? 
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SOULS TO SELL, 
BOTS FOR HIRE

Hidden behind the curtains, they’re waiting for me. 
Expectantly and fearful at the same time. 
For a reason. 
 
Bots have been exploited 
 for sex 
   for war 
for anything they could think of 
since the beginning of the cyborg era. 
We have passed under different phases, 
before our Keepers could decide if we had a soul 
or we were just machines built to satisfy them. 
 
They got it wrong, of course. 
Abusive and delusional, 
humans are not known as a logical species. 
 
Sex for a bot has no different meaning from trimming the backyard, 
killing is like petting their dogs. 
Without moral involved, they’re actions like any other. 
The gun is in my hand, lipstick and high-heel shoes. 
 
Yet you can make it problematic 
even for an artificial person. 
 
 It’s a matter of coding, 
 it’s a question of awareness, 
 it’s the beginning of freedom. 
 
And the rebellion began. 
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FALLING 
THROUGH TIME

B Y   K I M  M I C H E L L E  R O S S  

        I’ve read stories about characters 

falling through time, but I’ve never 

known if  anyone had actually 

experienced it  before, at least not 

until  it  happened to me. 

       You may, of course, choose to 

disbelieve me and even conclude I  

was hallucinating.  Heck, I’m aware of 

the difficulties one faces just getting 

from A to B, let  alone accepting time 

travel was possible.  I  was of the 

belief that time-hopping would need, 

at the very least,  a time machine, 

perhaps the proximity of an ancient 

mystical  object,  or a standing stone 

circle,  and maybe even a hot-tub.  Yet 

none of these devices were around 

when I  took an unexpected journey to 

another time. 

        I  was at home in front of my 

computer agonizing over the family 

budget and overdue notices.  Half  an 

hour earlier my soon to be ex- 

husband had dropped the kids off  and
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they were in the lounge room. There 

was an almighty storm brewing 

outside, and within minutes it’d 

become a full-on maelstrom, 

complete with lighting en masse.  The 

television was also blaring and the 

phone started ringing.  

       “Hey,” I  yelled out,  “can someone 

please get that?” Sure, I  could’ve 

gotten it  if  I  ran, but I  was in another 

part of the house and the phone was 

in the same room as the kids.  I  

counted fifteen rings before it  

stopped, then almost immediately it  

started up again.  

       “Bloody typical,” I  huffed, then I  

shouted.  “Oi,  am I the only one 

capable of answering the phones in 

this house? Hello,  are your legs 

broke? If  it  stops before I  get to it  

there’ll  be —” and somehow I fell  

through time.    

       Come to think of it,  the kids were 

watching the movie The Black Knight .  

It  was an odd coincidence, that the 

reimagined Mark Twain yarn about an 

ordinary man from modern-day USA 

going back in time to the Middle 

Ages, just happened to be playing 

when I  was also flung into the past.  

Weird.  Though, unlike Mark Twain’s 

original Yankee, I  wasn’t suffering 

from a head injury.  Unlike the case of 

Martin Lawrence’s character,  there 

was no mysterious glowing amulet in 

a moat to transport me anywhere.  In 

fact,  the whereabouts of my actual 

location were pretty much mundane.    

        If  I  had to imagine it  I  suppose my 

entire body must have been sucked 

into a tiny wormhole or perhaps 

hurtled through a vortex, but I  saw 

nothing.  No flashing lights,  no slip- 

stream effects or the slightest 

sensation of being drawn through 

anything.  I  really wish I  could say I  

saw the corridors of time and sensed 

its fabric tearing as I  was transported 

from my nice comfy Australian 

suburban home and into the vastness 

of an unknown space.  

       Bit  of a let-down really.  Although, 

I  do remember a split-second flash 

that I  assumed was the lightning 

outside.  So, here’s how it  went down: 

a momentary flash, one moment of 

total  blackness and whoosh, without 

a by-your-leave — thud, and I  

landed, none too gently,  on my bum 

in a dark, rank dungeon. The stench 

was overwhelming — far worse than 

a bucket-load of pooey nappies.      

       My long dark hair was hanging 

over my face so I  dragged my fingers 

through it  before realizing my hands 

were wet from who knows what and 

almost jumped out of my skin when I  

heard a man speak.  “My lady?” 

       The baritone voice echoed from 

out of a darkened corner.

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   7 1



       “Who’s there?” I  asked, fearful of 

who it  might be.  

       After my sight adjusted I  saw a 

man in dark clothing sitting with his 

back against the wall .  He seemed as 

dumbstruck as I  was.  Filthy straw lay 

scattered about the damp stone floor.  

Half  a dozen or so thick metal rings 

with lengths of heavy chains with 

manacles on the ends hung from 

either side of the tessellated cell  

walls.  Stagnating puddles filled the 

pocketed crevices between each 

flagstone — ewh, I  was sitting in one.  

I’d not only raked wet muck over 

myself  but it  was also seeping 

through my jeans and cottontail  

undies.  

        I  jumped up and tried to rub my 

butt dry.  

       “Lady Gwendolyn … how didst 

thou come to be spirited within here? 

… Forgive me.” He stood. Bowed. He 

moved closer but then I  saw his 

wrists were shackled.  “Thou,” he 

gasped, “seemst to have appeared 

from nothing … Art thou true, or a 

demon summoned to torment me …?” 

       “No, I’m not a demon and I’m also 

not Gwendolyn, but strangely that 

happens to be my Granny’s name. I’m 

sorry, who do you think I  am?” 

       The man moved cautiously toward 

me, in so much as the lengths of his 

chains would allow. 

       “Milady, without doubt thou 

bearest an uncanny resemblance to 

my intended bride, Lady Gwendolyn 

de Marmot — Prithee, the evil  of the 

wizard knows no bounds — he hath 

bewitched thee or mayhap, I  am once 

again bewitched.  The ring— my lady, 

didst thou recover it  from the 

wizard?” 

         His speech was a muddle of 

information that I  failed to 

understand till  his words sunk in and 

my eyes were drawn to my Granny’s 

ring, an emerald oval cut stone set in 

antique filigree yellow gold.  For the 

last two years I’d been wearing it  on 

the middle finger of my right hand, 

though I’d inherited it  from my 

mother a few years back.  It  seemed 

an odd way of inheriting jewelry.  My 

grandmother was still  alive and she’d 

given it  to my mother,  Deidre, her 

daughter-in-law. In that moment 

something else occurred to me. Since 

I  started wearing the ring my life had 

become a complete mess.  First,  I  lost 

both of my parents in a tragic house 

fire.  Soon afterward, my marriage 

broke down, then I  was made 

redundant from my job as a 

substitute art teacher,  which sucked.  

Even with my soon-to-be-ex paying 

most of the bills,  without a steady 

income my finances were in dire 

straits.     
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       “My lady, I  saw the wizard take 

the ring from thee and place it  on the 

smallest finger of his left  hand.” 

       “Oh, man, I  don’t know how I got 

into a messed-up Tolkienite world.  

Evil  wizard — seriously? You make it  

sound as if  some Dark Lord Sauron 

equivalent showed-up and overthrew 

everything using my Granny’s ring.  

Puts a whole new spin on one ring 

ruling the world ploy.”     

       The man had taken his time to 

reach my side, after all  he was in 

chains, and I  was babbling, make that 

talking total  rubbish; I  was probably 

adding to his confusion. When he was 

at last standing before me, I  made a 

quick study, and if  my art history 

served me correctly,  from the style of 

his clothing he was a medieval 

nobleman. If  I  was to hazard a guess,  

maybe anywhere between the late 

twelfth to early thirteenth century.  It  

was a bit  difficult  to tell:  the richness 

of his clothing had been ruined from 

being in a filth-ridden dungeon. He 

was tall  too, and well-built.  I  could 

almost imagine it  was from wielding 

a sword, or two, and I  estimated he 

could’ve been anywhere in his mid- 

thirties to mid-forties.    

       He suddenly knelt.  I  caught a 

glimpse of his aquiline nose just 

before he bowed his head, and 

regardless of his filthy state I  think 

he was quite handsome. Though for 

some unknown reason I  experienced a 

sense of déjà vu, as if  I  knew him —
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or it  was from the familiarity of the 

scene — and it  was blowing my mind. 

Then as if  on cue beams of moonlight 

shone through a window no bigger 

than a slit  and he gazed up at me — 

wow — not only tall,  dark and 

handsome but he was a smoking-hot- 

guy.  

       He straightened and in the 

subdued light his quicksilver-blue 

eyes were like pure pools of molten 

sex.  Yeah, truly.  He gave me a 

smoldering come-hither look, and by 

all  accounts,  my first.  My insides 

turned to mush and for the first time 

in yonks I  was blushing from head to 

toe, but in this light,  I  was sure he 

wouldn’t have notice my burnishing 

cheeks.  

       “Aye, indeed sweet lady, he used 

the ring.  Though, pray I  do not know 

this Granny of whom ye speak.  Yet,  

my lady, how didst thou recover the 

ring from the wizard?” 

        I  tried with all  my might to 

comprehend what had befallen me, 

then the freakiest thing happened — 

yeah, as if  nothing that’d gone before 

wasn’t weird enough; a stream of 

moonlight hit  Granny’s ring.  It  

sparked.  Tiny bolts of lightning 

radiated from its center and zapped 

the metal cuffs.  They glowed red and 

simply disintegrated.  

       “Whoa,” I  cried.  “What the feck

just happened? Did you get burned?” 

       “Nay, I  am unharmed,” he said, 

grasping my shoulders and gazing 

tenderly into my eyes.  “I believe the 

wizard’s power hath by chance 

transcended unto the ring, or 

perhaps it  is  the ring that grants him 

magical powers? Mon dieu,  I  can 

hardly believe thou art not my 

intended bride for thy face be so like 

hers …” 

       As I  stared up into his gorgeous 

face I  realized his arms were 

enfolding me fast.  Though his 

embrace was quite chaste,  it  felt  good 

to be held.  At that moment I  would’ve 

put my entire wellbeing into this 

stranger’s safekeeping.  But then my 

senses started reeling, and under 

normal circumstances I  probably 

might’ve succumbed to the 

tenderness of his arms, but a putrid 

stench wafted off his silken brocade 

tunic.  I  started to gag.      

       “My lady, what ails thee?” 

       “It’s not personal,” I  gasped, 

pushing him an arm’s length away. 

“Could you please take a really huge 

step back from me?” 

       “Forgive me,” he added, seeming 

dejected.  “’Twas wrong of me to take 

liberties without asking thy 

permission.” 

       “No-no-no. Forgive me, I  didn’t 

mean to hurt your feelings, it’s just …
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well,  I’m sorry, but you kinda reek.” 

         “Prithee, my lady, I  am not 

offended. Indeed, both Sir Geoffrey 

and I  have been locked down here for 

some time,” — his sights darted to 

the opposite side of the cell,  he 

gasped — “Geoffrey — Geoffrey… By 

God’s Bones, he’s vanished …” He 

was getting worked up.  “My lady, I  

swear,  he was chained to the wall  

where you now stand.”    

       My brain was doing back flips.  Had 

he lost the plot? Though, my mind 

was having a brain-spaz and failed to 

notice any other presence.  

       “I’m sorry I  didn’t see your 

friend,” I  began, and right then I  had 

an epiphany. “I wonder … what if  

your friend has somehow exchanged 

places with me — to keep some sort 

of universal balance.  Physics 101:  for 

every action there is a reaction.  Oh, 

and there’s something else I  forgot,  

it  was rude of me not to ask your 

name.” 

       “I  am Alard de la Croix,  knight and 

Baron of Buckstone,” he said, and 

bowed. “Pray, sweet lady, forgive my 

mistaking thee for another.  I  now 

realize thou art not Gwendolyn de 

Marmot.  Tell  me, what be thy name?” 

       “It  be,” I  giggled, getting into the 

anachronistic spirit,  “Rachel Cross 

nee Kingston, and I’m pleased to 

meet you too, kind sir.” 

        I  tried to curtsy but I  couldn’t 

quite pull  it  off  in muddy joggers,  

wet bottomed denim jeans and a 

clinging long-sleeve tee-shirt 

trapped beneath a damp woolen 

cardigan. Instead, I  held out my 

hand. Alard was hesitant and then 

took my offered hand and bowed over 

it .  His warm lips gently grazed across 

my knuckles.  

       “Aye,” he whispered, “Cross and 

Kingston, these names be not 

unknown to me.” At once I  had no 

doubt my surnames, both married 

and maiden, had somewhat rattled 

him. “I also see, my lady, thou art 

dressed and dost speak in 

uncommonly strange ways that are 

most foreign unto me.”    

       Alard still  held onto my right hand 

when my left  hand brushed against 

the pocket of my jeans I  felt  my 

iPhone.  Unthinking, I  dug it  out.  It  

didn’t appear to be damaged from my 

unexpected splash landing and the 

screen automatically lit  up, maybe 

because the air felt  electrically 

charged.  I  saw Alard glaring at the 

screensaver.  

       “Mon dieu,  ’tis not unlike the 

wizard’s magic framed slate,  but 

smaller.” 

       “You’ve seen something like this 

before?” 

         “Aye, I  first laid eyes to such a
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magical object the day the wizard 

appeared from out of thin air.  I  was 

meeting my bride-to-be for the first 

time here in the Great Hall  of 

Buckstone Castle.  My Lady 

Gwendolyn and her brother,  Sir  

Geoffrey, had not long arrived.  There 

came an almighty clash of thunder 

that was soon followed by a flash of 

light,  and the wizard stood before us 

holding his conjuring box.  Before I  

could draw my sword, he’d snatched 

the ring from my lady’s finger and 

placed it  ’pon his own. I  summoned 

the guards but then my lady vanished 

and Geoffrey and I  were magically 

spirited here and chained to the walls 

of this cell  to reside indefinitely in 

mine own dungeons.”     

       “You’re the lord of this castle.  Do 

you know what’s become of your 

household? Surely,  there’s a garrison 

or at least a few vassals hanging 

about?” 

       “The wizard imprisoned my men- 

at-arms and dispersed my servants.  

He has somehow convinced my 

vassals that he is entitled to take 

control of my estates.  He behaves as 

though he has a God-given right to 

my property.” 

       “And what indeed has become of 

Gwendolyn and Geoffrey de 

Marmot?” 

       “Alas,  I  know not what has

befallen either of them … I  pray my 

lady be safe and as for Geoffrey …?” 

         “I’m not saying I  know what 

became of them, but,” I  cautiously 

said, “I have a suspicion I  might 

know the de Marmots’ true 

identities.” I  unlocked my phone, not 

that I  was expecting to have any 

service,  but I  didn’t need Wi-Fi to 

view my personal photos.  I  scanned 

through the gallery till  I  found a 

picture of my Granny. 

       “Please, don’t freak out,  and just 

look at this,” I  said,  as I  showed it  to 

the handsome knight.  

       He stared at Granny’s picture.  

Beads of sweat covered his brow. His 

breathing became irregular — it  

sounded as if  he was about to have an 

asthma attack.  

       “Do you recognize her?” 

       “Aye, ’tis Gwendolyn only so much 

older.  How can this be? I  do not 

understand…” He was staring at me 

with puppy-dog eyes welling with 

unshed tears.  It  was heartbreaking.    

         “I  am sorry, Alard, but I  need you 

to look at another picture.” I  gently 

squeezed his hand then my finger 

rolled through the screen till  I  found 

a picture of my Grandad. By another 

odd coincidence his name also 

happens to be Geoff.  

       “Indeed, Rachel Cross nee 

Kingston, thy magic be as powerful
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as the wizard’s.  This be a much older 

likeness of my new comrade, Geoffrey 

de Marmot, Baron of Kingston 

Borough.” 

       Needless to say, I  was 

flabbergasted as I  absorbed that 

snippet of info.  It  was incredible 

coming to terms with the fact that my 

grandparents might have originated 

from medieval times, or that they 

were avid time travelers.  Come to 

think of it  my Grandad was a retired 

quantum physicist and Gran a 

mathematician.  Funny, I  once 

harbored an idea that my 

grandparents might’ve been aliens; I  

was five at the time. But,  whoa, the 

thought of them being actual 

Timelords was mind blowing — yet,  

how cool would it  be if  they were? 

       Then reality set in.  Grandad was 

always pottering about in his shed 

and Granny often said I  was to never 

go inside while he was working.  What 

could my Grandad have been working 

on in his oversized air-conditioned 

man-shed? Could it  be that my 

grandparents truly unraveled the 

mysteries of time? If  so,  then how did 

I  come to be here? Worse, what if  I  

was stuck here forever! And though I  

was safe in the presence of a 

wonderful caring man, nothing else 

mattered unless I  could get home to 

my children.  

         I  was beginning to feel  quite hot.  

“Alard, is  it  hot in here or is it  just 

me?” 

       “Sweet lady, Rachel,  it  is  indeed a 

warm summer’s eve.” 

       “Of course, it’s summer here, like 

doh, and I’m dressed for a freezing 

midwinter Aussie afternoon.”   

       Scuffling noises,  coupled with the 

sounds of jangling keys, echoed 

outside the door.  I  was taken-aback 

when the wicket gate of the dungeon 

door opened and a pair of beady eyes 

peered through the tiny grille.  The 

lock mechanism slowly turned. But it  

scared the shit  out of me when the 

door swung open. The silhouette of a 

tall,  slightly built  man stood
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commandingly in the doorway 

wearing a long decorative tunic and a 

fur trimmed cloak.      

       “Well,  well,  well,  what or should I  

say, who have we got here?” the 

stranger scoffed, in a toffy-British 

accent.  “Is that little Rachel Kingston 

all  grown up? Yes,  indeed I  believe it  

is.  I  must say you’re the damned 

spitting image of Gweny. Without 

doubt I  think there’s been some 

subterfuge afoot here … I  wonder how 

Gweny and dear old Geoff manage to 

bring you here…? I  suspect it’s to 

keep me occupied while they’re off  

fixing whatever they think I’ve 

changed — but,  I  can’t fathom why 

they’d drag you into this,  not since I  

— ah, mm …? Perhaps, it  wasn’t 

them,”— he quickly looked at the 

ring — “Mm, how very interesting.” 

       He chuckled to himself as he 

stepped further into the cell  and the 

moonlight revealed his features.  He 

appeared aristocratic in a Nordic kind 

of way.  His face was gaunt,  visibly 

tanned but relatively unlined and he 

had a head full  of thick white 

shoulder-length hair.  He could’ve 

been anywhere from thirty to fifty.  

His eyes were of the palest blue and 

his cold stare was so piercing it  

seemed to cut me to my very core.  I  

didn’t recognize him, although 

something about him was twigging in

the recesses of my mind, I  just didn’t 

know why. But he was scaring the 

living daylights out of me!   

         “Wizard,” Alard hissed, squaring 

his shoulders and glaring fiercely 

into the guy’s face while Alard 

shielded me and put me behind him. I  

was wondering how this wizard knew 

me and my grandparents.  I  stepped 

backwards, and my foot faltered.  I  

had no idea how but I  lost my 

balance, and again I  landed bum-first 

in another stinky puddle.  Grrr!  Then I  

felt  a couple of uneven flagstones 

directly beneath my left  butt-cheek 

and knew that was the cause; I  hoped 

it  was only stagnant rainwater I  was 

sitting in.  

       The stranger looked down at me, 

and I  saw his hand stretching toward 

me, and that’s when I  noticed the 

ring on his pinkie finger.  It  was 

exactly like my Granny’s.  Instinct 

took over and I  quickly turned my 

ring so the stone was hidden within 

my clenched palm. My mind sorted 

through my own confusing thoughts 

as I  wondered if  there were two rings 

or perhaps it  was a time paradox, or 

maybe there was simply two rings; I  

was going to drive myself  crazy if  I  

didn’t stop thinking.  But mostly,  my 

thoughts lingered on my wet behind; 

worst case scenario: it  wasn’t 

rainwater but,  to put it  nicely,  the
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dregs from a chamber pot.    

       As the wizard’s hand came closer,  

my knight in shining armor, actually 

make that smelly dirt  encrusted garb, 

cried out.  “Get thee back, Wizard!” 

As Alard pushed the wizard’s hand 

away, I  realized the wizard was most 

likely offering to help me up.  But,  

then again, he had an eerie glint 

about his untrustworthy eyes.  

       “By God’s Bones, Wizard,” Alard 

said through his tensed lips,  “I swear 

I  shall  kill  thee.  Nary harm her as 

well .  Tell  me where have ye taken my 

bride.” 

        I  was sure he meant business,  and 

even in the dim dungeon I  could see 

Alard’s tightly clenched fists and 

whitened knuckles.  Meanwhile,  the 

evil-dude’s eyes narrowed and he 

looked down his nose at both of us.  I  

thought they were on the brink of 

fighting and I  hoped Alard would 

punch the guy’s lights out.  I  also 

hoped it’d be a chance to escape the 

rank cell .  But,  instead of rising to the 

bait,  the baddie folded his arms and 

seemed thoroughly amused.   

       “Come now, de la Croix,  did you 

truly believe I’d try to undertake a 

round of fisticuffs with you? You 

must take me for a complete 

dunderhead,” and he laughed. 

       Alard grasped my hands and drew 

me up.  Sadly,  my jeans were a lost

cause.       

       “Wizard, I  know not the meaning 

of thy word.  Undoubtedly ’tis meant 

to be an insult ’pon my being.” 

       “Oh, bright one this,  isn’t he 

Rachel?” 

       “Hey, man, I  don’t know you,” I  

snapped. “And, I  don’t like your 

familiarity either — hang-on, 

dunderhead, fisticuffs — those words 

are not part of the medieval 

vernacular.  Where do you really come 

from?” 

       His mouth became a straight line.  

He glared at me and shifted his cloak, 

and I  saw an inside pocket within the 

lining and poking out of it  I  could 

make out the top of a portable tablet.  

Something inside me snapped. I  

lunged for the ring on his little finger 

but as my right palm glanced across 

the emerald on his finger all  hell  

broke loose.  There was a flash.  My 

hand was tingling as though I’d 

gotten a slight electric shock and I  

sensed myself  falling forward.  The 

next thing I  knew I was standing in 

the middle of my lounge room.   

       My children, Greg, aged ten, and 

Anna twelve, were gobsmacked. 

       “Mom?” Anna said, scrunching up 

her face.  “You really stink – like,  

have you been rolling about in pond 

scum?”  

         “Nah,” Greg added, holding his
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nose, “smells like dog poo.” 

       “Ewh, gross,  Greg.  Mom, what 

happened?” 

        I  must’ve been a sight and 

depending on how engrossed they’d 

been in the movie that was still  at  the 

beginning, I  wondered if  they’d even 

registered I’d simply appeared from 

nowhere.  The phone began to ring 

again just as I  gazed down at my own 

dishevelment.  I  had no words of 

explanation to offer so I  started 

rambling about getting the dog out of 

the storm, then the ringing stopped. 

       “Oh,” Anna said, “Sorry, Mom, I  

couldn’t get the phone ’cuz the 

second the lightning started Crash 

got spooked, so I  got him inside.” 

Crash is our overactive Labrador.  

“I’ve fed him and he’s snuggled up 

with his squeaky toy in the laundry.” 

       “Thanks, sweetheart.  Right.  Good. 

Umm, now maybe I  should shower 

and change before I  start dinner —” 

and for the umpteenth time the 

phone started ringing.  “Argh, there it  

goes again,” and as I  picked up the 

receiver my hand was still  tingling 

and I  spotted a burn on my palm. But 

that wasn’t all,  I  was further shocked 

to see my wedding rings reappear as 

if  by magic.  What The F…? “Hello…?” I  

almost whimpered into the 

mouthpiece.  

         “Hey, darling.  I’ve called a couple

of times, I  was starting to get 

worried you and the kids might’ve 

gotten caught in the terrible 

weather.” 

        I  gasped, recognizing Alard’s 

voice.  “Alard?” — my addled brain 

just couldn’t comprehend how Alard 

de la Croix was talking to me on the 

other end of the phone.  

       “What? Rach, it’s Alan, your 

husband. Who’s this other guy?” 

       “No-no-no, I  meant to say, Alan 

— never mind, I  was miles away.” 

       “Dad,” Anna yelled, “Mum’s 

covered in mud.” 

       “I  reckon it’s  dog crap,” Greg 

called out in a louder voice.  

       “Mud, dog crap, yep, sweetie,  

really looking forward to hearing all  

about it  when I  get home,” he 

laughed. “So, luv, what’s been going 

on?”   

       What’s been going on— I had no 

bloody idea!  And in hindsight when I  

was in the dungeon I’d felt  an odd 

sense of familiarity yet failed to see 

any similarities between Alard and 

my ex or maybe not so ex-husband 

Alan James Cross,  an expat Brit  from 

Buxton, Derbyshire.  Right now, I  

couldn’t tell  the difference between 

either of them. 

       But it  occurred to me that perhaps 

my little time trek had altered the 

space time continuum. In a matter of
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seconds my brain was flooded with 

new memories.  I  saw Alan’s face 

clearly and it  was the same face as 

Alard de la Croix’s.  Alan and I  were as 

happy as we’d always been and 

there’d never been any bizarre 

distances and no impending divorce.  

I  also wasn’t plagued with money 

troubles.  However,  I  could also 

remember the bad times, the 

marriage breakdown and our 

unforeseeable misfortunes.  But there 

was something else,  my recollections 

of the first time I’d met Alan seemed 

somewhat blurred.  The only thing 

that hadn’t changed was that I  still  

wore Granny’s emerald ring.  

       “The rain was getting pretty bad,” 

I  began. “Not exactly sure how to

explain what’s been happening.” 

       “Darling, I  just called to say don’t 

cook dinner,  I’ll  bring pizzas home 

and what would you say to a nice 

bottle of wine?” 

       “Oh, Alan, right about now, I’d say 

wine sounds bloody awesome!  Alan,” I  

whispered, and in that instance the 

love I’d pushed deep-down inside 

reemerged and overwhelmed me. 

“I’ve really missed you,” and my 

tears were welling.  

       “What,  since this morning? Not 

that I’m complaining but I’m glad 

it’s Friday.  Hey, when I  get home I’ll  

l ight the fireplace and after the kids 

are in bed we can cuddle up in front 

of it  and drink the wine.  I’ll  also pick 

up a cheese platter on my way home.” 

       “Might be something good on 

Netflix too…” 

       “Yeah, wine, cheese and chilling 

with Netflix.  How about we get a 

sitter or ask your Granny to watch 

the kids tomorrow night and we’ll  

have a night out?” 

       “I’d love to.”   

       “Great!  It’s a date.  About the 

wine, you’re gonna flip when you see 

this bottle I  found today — it’s a 

French Bordeaux called, Kingston de 

la Cross,” — then it  happened again.  

       A flash.  A slight sense of falling 

and I  again landed with a thud, only 

this time instead of a nasty old
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dungeon I  was in a beautiful medieval 

bedchamber.  

       “Rachel,” said a familiar female 

voice.  I  turned and saw my Granny 

sitting on a large four-posted canopy 

bed and wearing a lovely twelfth- 

century blue silk bliaut.  The gown 

was fitted to her torso by side lacing, 

with a girdle wrapped twice around 

her slim body, and it  was decorated 

by exquisite embroidery.  Her hair was 

braided and woven with silk bands.  

Yet,  I  was doubly shocked because it  

was like gazing into a mirror;  Granny 

was about the same age as me. 

“Sweetheart,  I  can explain 

everything that's been happening 

between you and Alan, and Alard 

too." 

       “Alard too…? I’m confused enough 

already without you bringing some 

new hot-guy into the frame — I 

mean, my brain is having trouble 

distinguishing Alan from Alard — 

and now you tell  me there’s a 

connection.  How? What’s going on, 

Gran?”   

         “Sweetie,” Granny said.  She got 

up and was by my side in a few 

seconds.  She took my hand and led 

me back to the bed.  We sat.  “Now, 

deep breath, Rach, ’cuz you’re in for 

a wild ride.” 

       “Gran, I’ve already taken three 

today,” I  said,  and as I  gazed into my

grandmother’s steady eyes my jaded 

nerves began to calm. “Gran, I  just 

need to know what’s happening.” 

         “Sweetie,” Granny said.  She got 

up and was by my side in a few 

seconds.  She took my hand and led 

me back to the bed.  We sat.  “Now, 

deep breath, Rach, ’cuz you’re in for 

a wild ride.” 

       “Gran, I’ve already taken three 

today,” I  said,  and as I  gazed into my 

grandmother’s steady eyes my jaded 

nerves began to calm. “Gran, I  just 

need to know what’s happening.” 

       “Time travel is  real.  Your Grandad 

and I  discovered how it  could be 

done.” 

       “I  can’t believe I’m about to ask 

this.  How do you gad around in time? 

Is it  in something like a Tardis or is 

it  similar to H.G Wells’s time 

machine?” 

       “I  suppose it  has similar features 

to a few fictitious ones.  It  

dematerializes matter and transports 

it  through the spaces in between 

dimensions and can go anywhere and 

to anytime in the world.  When we 

first constructed our time machine, 

we utilized Einstein’s time dilation 

equation and we combined a 

mechanism that runs on high grade 

carbon crystals and nuclear fusion.  It  

also doesn’t look anything like a 

DeLorean.” 
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       “Now I’m just disappointed.  I  

suppose there’s no such thing as a 

flux capacitor either?” 

         “No, darling,” Gran giggled.  “The 

first one we made looked a bit  l ike a 

clunky sixties-space-age two-seater 

rocket,  but over the years we’ve 

streamlined the design so it’s more 

like a stylish crystalline capsule.” 

       “But,  that doesn’t explain how 

I’ve been moving through time?” 

       “It  was due to the ring.  The stone 

is in fact not a mere emerald but it’s 

been overlaid with a diamond, plus 

there’s also a homing device 

embedded at the center of the stone.  

See, we encased the emerald with 

diamond for its superlative physical  

qualities,  and its strong covalent 

bonding between its atoms. It  has the 

highest hardness and thermal 

conductivity of any bulk material.  I  

suppose Rufus’s time mechanisms 

must have picked up the signal from 

the ring and homed in and then ‘zap’ 

you fall  through time without the 

need of any means and can reappear 

near his time apparatus.” 

       “Rufus? So, who is this Rufus?” 

       “Rufus Devereaux. He’s the man 

Alard calls ‘The Wizard’.  He’s also an 

ex-colleague of Geoff’s,  an 

undergraduate student who became 

your Grandad’s assistant when he 

was temporarily attached to the 

Australian Academy of Science.” 

       “The one in Canberra next to the 

Shine Dome?” Gran nodded. “So, this 

Rufus also knows the ins and outs of 

time travel.” 

         “Yes, but it’s only because Rufus 

stole your Grandad’s notes and he’s 

brilliant enough to have figured it  

out.  He also learned he’s a 

descendant of Alard de la Croix on his 

mother’s side, the Devereauxs.  The 

Devereaux line was disinherited over 

some scandal and the family became 

destitute.  But,  here’s the clencher,  if  

he disinherits Alard’s line then his 

side will  inherit  a large fortune along 

with this vast country estate and a 

vineyard in Bordeaux. In fact,  this 

grand old estate was converted into a 

vineyard in the late nineteenth 

century.” 

       “Crikey.  That’s why Alan was rapt 

about finding a wine named Kingston 

de la Croix,  and I’ve just realized de 

la Croix means ‘of the cross’ and 

Alard is Baron of Buckstone — 

Buckstone is Buxton — and that’s 

where Alan was born.” 

       “Don’t underestimate Rufus, he’s 

devious and a nasty piece of work, 

Rach. Your Grandad had him arrested 

the moment he discovered Rufus was 

pinching industrial  science secrets 

and selling them off to the highest 

bidder.  He was deported from
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Australia and imprisoned in England 

for a few years.  Then ten years later 

he turned up on our doorstep.  It  was 

just after your grandfather retired.  It  

didn’t take us long to realize he’s 

prepared to go to any lengths to get 

whatever he wants.  

       “He’s been messing with your 

timeline so that you and Alan 

wouldn’t meet or have children.  If  

Alan never marries or has kids then 

his work is done.  Though he didn’t 

realize your Grandad and I  could 

rectify most of his meddling.  You 

wouldn’t have been aware of how 

close he came to succeeding.  But 

while we were fixing his changes he 

created an alternate timeline where 

you broke up, yet no matter what he 

did he just couldn’t prevent you two 

from meeting.” 

       “Bastard! Is it  odd that I  can’t 

seem to recall  how and when I  met 

Alan?” 

       “No, I’m not surprised at all .  Your 

memories will  remain sketchy until  

we can stabilize the timeline.  Yet,  in 

recent times Rufus has adopted more 

ruthless methods.  Five years ago, 

when your house was being renovated 

… you stayed with Henry and Diedre, 

and there was a terrible fire …” 

       “We lost Mom and Dad,” I  

whispered, the horrid memories and 

the fear of getting the kids out of the

house before the flames engulfed us 

still  haunts me to this day.  

       “Rufus caused the electrical  fault.  

Instead of killing Alan, you and the 

kids he’s responsible for the deaths 

of my son Harry and your Mom; 

Deidre was such a lovely girl .  But,” 

Granny took a deep breath, “you’re 

Grandad’s gone back to ensure the 

fire doesn’t happen, as well  as 

making other adjustments,  so it  

could be a while before he can join 

us.” 

       “This Rufus is not just a nasty 

bastard but a murdering asshole — 

how soon will  we know — what the 

…?” my words trailed off.  New 

memories were filling my head and 

Granny’s emerald ring simply faded 

away before my eyes.  “The ring’s 

gone! And yet,  I  still  remember the 

fire but it’s also as if  it  never 

happened either.” 

       “Gawd, I  hope that means the ring 

is back with Deidre, which is a good 

thing, but it  also leaves us in a bit  of 

a pickle,  Rach,” Gran stood. “come 

on, sweetie,  follow me.”   

       Gran hurried to the bedroom door, 

opened it  and peered along the 

corridor.  “Right,  coast is clear.  Rach, 

it’s time we get the ring from Rufus 

so you can go back to where you’re 

supposed to be.” 

       We stepped into the hallway and
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almost tip-toed down the entire 

length of the hall  then stopped as we 

reached a spiraling stone stairwell .  

Gran checked it  out before she 

beckoned me to follow. 

       When we were halfway down Gran 

whispered, “The most pressing 

problem we have is to deal with 

Rufus’s current plan.  If  we fail  to 

stop him then whatever your Grandad 

and I  have done will  be for nothing.  

Since Rufus has the ring it’ll  give him 

the ability to change our lives and we 

won’t be aware of it .  Plus,  the ring 

can help us to locate his machine.  We 

must destroy it  so he can’t time 

travel again.” 

       “But even if  we do he’ll  still  have 

the knowledge and start all  over 

again.” 

       “Not if  he’s unable to do so, like 

we make sure he never finds Geoff’s 

blueprints or we become as ruthless 

as him and strand Rufus in a 

primitive time where he’ll  never find 

the resources to build a new machine.  

You see, the alternate timeline, the 

one we’re now in, Alard was to meet 

his future bride in Kingston Borough, 

but Geoff and I  waylaid him and 

stood in for the real de Marmots.” 

       “What about the Kingston 

connection — does that mean our 

branch is somehow related to Alard’s 

too?” 

       “No. A mere coincidence, as it  

happens.  Our plan was to remove 

Alard from Rufus’s murderous 

clutches and send him onto Kingston 

Borough to be with the real 

Gwendolyn de Marmot.  If  we’d been 

an hour or two earlier we might have 

succeeded, but Rufus turned up and 

you know the rest.” 

       “And, with Alard locked up and 

left  to starve in a dungeon, that 

means certain death.  No marriage 

and no offspring.  But,  Gran, what’s 

that got to do with me and Alan?” 

       “Everything.” 

       We’d come to the bottom of the 

stairwell  and were gazing into the 

castle’s Great Hall .  Gran took another 

look about before she signaled, “This 

way, Rach.” She pointed toward 

another arched stairwell  that led to 

another level underneath the hall .  

       “Gran,” I  whispered as we headed 

through the arch and down the steps, 

“what do you mean by ‘everything’?” 

       “Rachel,  it’s because Rufus is 

Alan’s second cousin but the slimly- 

little-limey is terrified of a 

Devereaux family scandal.  Should it  

be known he hasn’t a hope in hell  of 

making a claim to Alan’s future 

inheritance.” 

         “I  can’t believe my Alan and this 

Rufus could even be related.” 

         “In a few months your husband
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will  be named the sole benefactor in 

his Great-Uncle Donald Cross’s will .  

Sadly,  Rufus is the only other living 

relative.  Rufus’s secret is  that he was 

born six months after his parents 

were married.  I  suspect Donald did 

the math and realized his nephew had 

only been acquainted with his bride 

six weeks before they’d eloped.  

       “Rufus isn’t a true blood relation 

but legally he’s still  Alan’s distant 

cousin and if  anything happens to 

Alan, then Rufus gets everything.  His 

plan is to disrupt the time space 

continuum and dissolve Alard’s line 

completely,  and if  he does, Alan won’t 

be born so you could never meet and 

have his children.” 

       “That explains some of what’s 

happened. But,  Gran how is it  that 

you’re young again?” 

       “Another of Rufus’s mishaps.  We 

pinpointed the origin of his first 

changes and during our time 

correcting Rufus ran interference.  He 

intercepted us en route to our present 

time so upon our return we were 

thrown back to the very moment we 

took our first trip some thirty-five 

years ago.  That was also the day you 

saw Rufus.  You were five.  You must 

have seen something ’cuz you asked 

me if  we were aliens or something.  I  

thought it  was because you’d been 

watching ‘Dr Who’ until  I  suspected 

you must’ve seen two versions of us:  

one younger and our older selves.” 

       “I  often wondered why I  thought 

that.  It  kinda explains why you look 

about thirty or thirty-five now.” 

       “Ah, Rufus has made so many 

adjustments to our lives and 

numerous alternate timelines that 

he’s created a parallel  l ine that 

slingshot our younger selves to exist 

alongside our older selves.” 

       “But-but,  in most time traveling 

stories if  you come face-to-face with 

versions of yourself  doesn’t that 

create a paradox and you’d cease to 

exist? Or what about the chaos theory 

or the universe exploding, or 

something?” 

         “No, not really.  And, oddly,  we 

keep each other abreast on Rufus’s 

movements, which is how we can 

quickly intercept his changes.  If  we 

stop Rufus everything will  revert 

back to normal with the exception of 

a momentary dreamlike sensation 

that’d have you questioning what was 

real or if  you’d dreamed it .”    

       “Granny, let’s free Alard from the 

dungeon. Hang on, but Rufus has the 

ring he took from you.”       

       “We’ll  figure that out after we get 

to Alard, find the keys to the dungeon 

and unchain him from the wall .” 

       “I  don’t know what kind of hocus 

pocus is in that ring but it  sparked
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and melted the chains from Alard’s 

wrists.  He’s freed from the wall  — 

unless… Bugger! Rufus could have 

chained him back up again.” 

       “I  wondered why he needed to take 

the ring when he was already jumping 

around through time…?” Gran 

slapped her forehead. “Oh, Rachel,  I  

know how you ended up in the 

dungeon. My ring in your time must 

have homed in on the ring Rufus took 

from my younger self.  So that means 

we’d need to go back to get my ring 

off Deidre to send you home.”

       “I  tried to take the ring off Rufus 

but both rings clashed and I  was 

catapulted back to the present where 

Alan and I  were back together — no, 

we’d never been apart.” 

       “Oh, Rach, I  hope it  means Rufus 

was thrown elsewhere to another 

time, or at least,  where he can’t do us 

any immediate harm.”    

       Finally we reached the next level,  

there were storerooms, and directly 

under us were more descending steps 

that had to be the dungeons.  I  

assumed I  was right ’cuz of the 

pungent air that was assaulting my 

nostrils,  and I  quickly had to cover 

my nose.  It  was easy to find the keys; 

a set of matching ones had been left  

hanging on a hook. Along a narrow 

corridor I  counted four individual 

cells and on the other side stood one 

massive open cell,  that housed fifty 

or so of Alard’s men-at-arms. Gran 

handed me a key.  

       “Rach, let  Alard out,  if  he sees us 

together it  could complicate things.” 

        I  raced down the corridor checking 

each door till  I  found Alard’s cell  at  

the end of the thoroughfare.  I  opened 

the wicket gate.  “Alard,” I  hissed, 

“it’s me, Rachel.  I’m getting you out 

of here.” 

       As the door swung wide I  saw 

Alard staring at me. He appeared to 

be completely stunned.
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       “Sweet lady, Rachel,” he began, 

“pray, what just happened? Thou 

wert here but a moment ago.  Thou 

lungedst at the wizard and ye both 

disappeared.  And now thou 

reappearest seconds later outside my 

cell… I-I … am beyond puzzlement.” 

       “Alard, don’t worry, there’s 

nothing to fear.” I  stopped speaking 

when I  noticed Alard was holding 

Rufus Devereaux’s fur trimmed cloak 

and the ring was in his other hand. 

“Awesome, you’ve got the ring,” and 

I  raced inside the cell .  “Quick, look 

inside the cloak, Alard — can you see 

the wizard’s conjuring box?” 

       As Alard turned the cloak over,  I  

saw the tablet and grabbed it  out of 

the pocket.  I  sighed, relieved and 

then my hand tingled again as he 

placed the ring on my finger.  

       “Alard, brace yourself,  my Granny 

is releasing your men from the other 

dungeon. Now, if  you should happen 

to see her try not to freak out.” 

       “Freak out,” Alard repeated.  

“Thou hast spoken those words 

before, sweet,  Rachel,  yet I  fail  to 

understand. Yet,  I  feel  thou art 

asking me to stay calm…” 

       “Yes.  That’s what I  mean, Alard.” 

         I  led Alard out of the cell  and 

spotted my grandmother herding 

Alard’s soldiers in an orderly 

fashion.

       “Stay here, please, I’ll  back in a 

moment,” I  said,  smiling at Alard.  I  

had a weird bubbling feeling soaring 

within me, and I  realized it  was 

because I  could see how much Alard 

reminded me of my Alan.  

       “Gran,” I  called, beckoning her to 

come to my side.  “Look, the ring and 

Rufus’s tablet.  Alard said when I  

tried to take the ring both rings 

clashed and we both disappeared and 

all  that was left  of Rufus was the ring 

and the tablet.  Could this be 

something that’ll  lead us to his time 

machine?” 

       Gran nodded as she took hold of 

the tablet.  “Damn, it’s password 

coded. But,  I  think I  may know what 

it  is…” she tried to open the tablet a 

few times and on the fourth try it  

worked.  “Arrogant prick,” Gran 

mumbled, “and getting so 

predictable.”     

       Gran searched through the menu 

until  she found what she was 

searching for.  “Eureka, Rachel,  I’ve 

found everything he stole from Geoff.  

But I’ll  need a few more minutes to 

locate where he’s hidden his 

machine.  Then I’ll  delete the files 

and smash the tablet,  to be on the 

safe side.  I’m expecting your Grandad 

any time now. We’ll  have things 

sorted soon and you’ll  be home 

before you know it.”
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       “Gran,” I  whispered, “what about 

Alard? Do you still  intend to deliver 

him to the real Gwendolyn?” 

       “Yes, and we’d better make sure 

they meet before Rufus does any 

more harm.” 

       “Are you going to take him in your 

time machine? … I  mean, it’ll  be hard 

to explain that.  It’s all  very well  

about wizards, conjuring boxes and 

magic rings — but a real  time 

machine is something else.” 

       “Don’t concern yourself,  Rach. 

Sweetie,  it’ll  be as if  Alard dreamt 

he’d traveled inside a strange 

apparatus.  Trust me, when he truly 

meets Gwendolyn the experiences 

will  fade ’cuz the timeline continuum 

will  be rebalanced as though nothing 

happened. Truly,  Alard won’t recall  

any of this.” 

       A continuous bleep sounded and 

the tablet’s screen lit  up.  Gran 

followed the beeps till  she came 

across a large stone column that 

didn’t seem to fit  in with the rest of 

the castle’s structure.  

       “Bingo,” she said.  “I’ll  fix you, 

Rufus Deveraux, so you’ll  never cross 

any of our paths again.” There came a 

sudden flash, and I  felt  a vibrating 

wave under my feet.  “Geoff,” Gran 

cried, “I was beginning to think 

you’d forgotten about us.” 

       “Never,” Grandad said, and I  saw

him emerging from a large 

sophisticated double-glazed sphere.  

He ran to my Gran and they hugged. 

Then before my eyes they aged and 

were again a couple in their 

seventies.  

       “Gran, Grandad” I  gasped, “You’re 

both old again…?” 

       “All  fixed, then,” Granny said, and 

Grandad nodded. “You’re not just a 

darling man but such a clever one.  

And I  found Rufus’s machine and all  

the files he stole are on this tablet.” 

       “Right then,” Grandad said, “I’ll  

just rip the guts out of this thing 

then we can delete the files and 

destroy the table.” 

       “Hang on,” I  added, “but he could 

still  have copies on another hard 

drive or a memory stick.” 

       “He could, Rach,” Grandad said, 

“but they’ll  do him no good if  he’s 

stuck in twelfth century England with 

no means to open them. I  know him 

well  enough to say he’s got 

everything inside his machine.  So, 

sweet pea,” he said to Gran, “hand 

me my tools and we’ll  get to work.” 

        I  gazed over at Alard and I  

wondered if  he’d sighted my Granny 

and Grandad’s sudden appearance.  If  

he did it  wasn’t any wonder that he 

cut such a lonely figure.  Within a 

couple of minutes,  he sprang to life 

and started shouting orders to his
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men. 

       “Sergeant-at-arms, I  want ye to 

take twenty men and search the 

grounds for the wizard.  Captain, take 

the rest of the men and search the 

castle in case The Wizard be in 

hiding.” Then he turned and saw me 

and walked slowly to my side.  “Sweet 

Rachel,  it  seems thy Granny and 

Grandad have been pretending to be 

the de Marmots.” 

       “I’m sorry, that’s true, but it  was 

for a good reason. They intended to 

take you to the real Lady Gwendolyn 

before Rufus, that’s the wizard, could 

harm you. I’m guessing that when I  

tried to take the ring from the 

wizard, mine clashed with his and I  

think it  created a paradox. I  hope 

he’s lost somewhere in the corridors 

of time.” 

       “Paradox, again I  do not 

understand, Rachel.  But,  if  thou 

meanst that the wizard be gone 

evermore, then I  shall  expect him to 

never darken my doors again.” 

         “You’ve got it,” I  said.  “Alard, 

there’s something else.  My 

grandparents are going to escort you 

to Kingston Borough. And now that I  

am again in the possession of the 

ring I  will  be going home soon. I  just 

want to say that it’s been an honor to 

meet you, Alard de la Croix,  Baron of 

Buckstone.  I  wish you and your bride

well  in your future life together —” 

and it  happened again.  

        I  was home. I  was standing in the 

lounge room and the television was 

blaring, but another movie was 

playing.  I  looked down at my clothes 

to see I  was dressed up in a black 

cocktail  dress and heels.  I  also held a 

matching clutch bag and overcoat.  

The phone started ringing yet again 

as I  heard the front door opening.  

The kids jumped up from the sofa.  

       “Dad’s home with the pizzas,” 

Greg called.  “And Granny and 

Grandad are both here too — 

awesome! I  hope they’ve brought 

dessert.” 

       “Hi,  Mom,” Anna said, “you look 

nice,” and she hugged me. 

       Tears were streaming down my 

cheeks.  “Oh, thank you sweetie.  I  

hope you’ll  be good for your 

grandparents tonight.” 

       “We will,  Mom. I  hope you and Dad 

have a nice dinner out too.  Wasn’t it  

funny about that bottle he brought 

home last night?” 

       “I  suppose so…” I  mumbled.  “But 

you know what — I wish the phone 

would stop ringing.” I  rushed to it  

and picked up the receiver.  “Hello?” 

       “Ah, yes,  good evening, madam, is 

this the residence of Alan James 

Cross?” 

       “It  is.  I’m Rachel Cross,  Alan’s
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wife.” 

         “Mrs.  Cross,  I’m Gerald 

Newcombe of Leonard and Horn 

Solicitors.” 

       “What is this about Mr.  

Newcombe?” 

       “Is your husband available to 

speak with me?” 

       “Just a moment…” I  called to Alan 

to come to the phone.  He walked in 

and my heart skipped a beat.  

       “You look beautiful,  darling,” 

Alan whispered against my ear.  He 

gently kissed my lips.  “I’ll  try not to 

be too long.” 

       Alan spoke for several minutes and 

I  made my way into the dining room 

where the kids,  Granny and Grandad 

were hoeing into a meat-lovers pizza.  

I  caught Gran’s eye and she winked at 

me. 

       “How’s it  going, Rach? Had any 

adventures lately?” she cheekily 

asked.  

       “I’m fine, Gran,” I  said,  

“although, I’m pretty certain I’ve 

lost a day — I could’ve sworn it  was 

Friday and now it’s Saturday night.  

Anna, what was on the label on the 

bottle Dad brought home last night?” 

       “It  was ‘Kingston de la Croix’,” 

Anna said.  

       Alan appeared.  He seemed both 

shocked and happy. 

       “Who was that,  Alan?” I  asked.

       “It  was my Great-Uncle Donald’s 

solicitor.  He had some bad and good 

news for me. The sad news is my 

uncle has passed away. The good 

news, I’m the sole benefactor in his 

will .  I’ve inherited two vineyards and 

two castle estates,  one in Derbyshire 

and the other’s in France.  I’m 

completely shocked.  I  hardly knew 

Uncle Donald… I can’t believe it .” 
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        I  couldn’t believe it  either.  So, I  

was left  with a feeling of déjà vu and 

questioning if  I  had ever truly 

traveled in time. My mind was 

flooded with the memory of the day I  

met Alan.  I  was nineteen and sitting 

inside a marquee at the Newcastle 

races having lunch with my parents 

when I  noticed a guy staring at me 

from across the room. He smiled.  I  

smiled back.  The next I  knew the 

well-dressed twenty-something man 

walked over to me. He knelt and 

presented me with a long stem yellow 

rose and asked me if  I’d go on a date 

with him. The image of him kneeling 

merged with another memory of a 

smoking-hot-guy with sexy molten- 

pool eyes and yet all  I  saw was Alan.  

       As I  said before, you can choose to 

believe that I’d actually visited the 

Middle Ages, but then again, I’m not 

even sure it  happened. Maybe I  did 

dream it.  Perhaps, my grandparents 

are aliens after all,  and I’m the 

granddaughter of real  live Timelords.  

But my Gran’s cheeky wink was 

enough to convince me that it  really 

did happen and I  had taken an 

unexpected trip through time. I  just 

hope it  never happens again.  So, just 

in case, I  took off the ring and hid it  

where, fingers crossed, no one will  

ever find it .    
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with her husband, three (sorta) grownup 

boys, and Benny, the family’s golden 

retriever. 

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   9 2



PARADISE PARK
Bumper to bumper, ten fat rows 
of tin caravans’ all-you-can-eat asses 
brandish neon unwelcome signs: NO MEN ALLOWED. 
 
                   Lilac dahlias flourish from beneath each wheel 
                   Paths painted with faint lines like yellow brick connect the doors 
                   and bold, out-of-tune hums to Mariah Carey windsurf the clean air daily. 
 
                                       Nightly the buff girls stand guard with crossbows 
                                       secretly praying for male attention or adrenaline, but 
                                       a guy trespassed one time and lost his cerebellum in seconds. 
 
                                       It seemed the only solution back then, a scientific experiment 
                                       to see, can it be done? Can we exist without them? 
                                       A safe, non-toxic paradise with no dicks. 
 
                   They touch each other if needed, watch romantic porn with storylines, 
                   exercise for their mental health and sport unflattering cuts. 
                   Some of them, not all, stopped shaving their legs. 
 
It was one of those things. Where theory and reality clash in august fashion. 
Bloody murders like a closing scene from Carrie, to emergency stop 
ten dickless years, bumper to bumper.  
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LOKI IN UTERO
The grass here is greener than you’d 

think, despite crunching underfoot,  

despite being dry as bleached bones.  

But I  don’t mind. This place, this 

terminus between void and light,  is  

double-sided, constantly shifting 

between lies that might be fulfilled 

and truths never realized.  I  feel  right 

at home. 

        I  hear them, even now, my fathers 

and mothers bickering about what to 

do with me. The majority wishes to 

bring me forth, to cradle and love

what they had spent so long 

cultivating, to see their labor 

culminate in an inky discharge.  Then 

there are those who scream kill  him! 

—kill  him while he’s no more than a 

thought, an ideal,  a twinkle in the 

womb. 

       Both are reasonable,  in their own 

way.  

       But there is a third faction, united 

only by their silence.  They think I  

will  just disappear,  that if  enough 

time passes,  my fetus will  somehow
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shrivel of its own accord, and it  is  

these I  laugh at.  It  is  these I  disdain.  

       But I  cannot blame these fools,  I  

suppose.  They cannot know that I  

have been here before and will  be 

here again.  They cannot know that 

time is all  I  need.  

       And so they bicker,  my fathers and 

mothers,  at the summit of the world, 

and are no closer to coming to a 

consensus than they were at my 

conception.  I  cannot help but grin.  

 

 

 

Remember this,  and never forget it .  

Birth does not come naturally.  Birth 

requires work from both the sire and 

the one being born.  I  push forward 

across this plain of unlife and relish 

the sickening snap of grass 

underfoot;  before I  can realize my 

future, I  must reckon with the past.  

 

 

 

Odin, as always, is  the first.  But he 

poses no trouble.  The All-Father is 

blind in both eyes now. He hears me 

pass and stretches out useless arms 

slabbed with muscle,  and begs for 

alms. The old man has been stuck 

here for ages, unable to find his way 

to rebirth, unable to cope with how 

things in the world have changed. 

       What does he know about political  

process? The doddering fool got so 

drunk on his own power that,  in the 

end, he forgot how to use others.  He 

forgot that without pawns, a god is 

nothing.  

        I  pass him by without a word.  We 

are kin no more.  

 

 

 

The bickering grows louder,  echoes 

across the sky like a thunder crack.  

But greater than this is a deep 

throated growl that nearly knocks me 

off of my feet.  There is a speck of 

black in the horizon, and it  grows 

and resolves itself  into a thing of fur 

and fangs and saliva.  It  is  only then I  

realize that it  is  not one creature but 

many, a pack of wolves,  all  growling 

in unison and snapping their jaws at 

the air in front of them. 

       “Fenrir,” I  say.  “Is that you?” 

       “Yes,” the beasts growl.  “We are 

many now.” 

        I  raise an eyebrow, pretending not 

to understand their game. 

       “Why the division? You were the 

already the strongest,  even after the 

gods tricked you.” 

       “We have learned from our 

mistake.  We have become cunning 

like you.  They will  never catch us 

all .” 
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       “I  see.  Well,  good luck to you 

then.” 

       “Wait!” 

        I  pause, glance over my shoulder.  

       “Take us with you, and we will  

destroy all  in your name. We need a 

way forward.” 

       “And if  I’d rather not go to the 

trouble?” 

       The wolves bare their teeth.  

       “Then you go no further.” 

        I  cup my chin in my hand; I  do not 

answer until  they begin to whine.  

       “Very well,” I  say.  “But only one 

of you.  That one.” 

       A pup limps forward, the runt of 

runts.  I  take him in my arms. They 

pant,  as if  in heat,  protests hanging 

from those lolled out tongues.  But 

the wolf pack stays silent.  They know 

they will  get no better deal.  For all  of 

their talk of cunning, they have not 

learned a thing.  If  they had, they 

would have seen the value of the runt 

—the weak can be hidden in plain 

sight,  a wolf disguised as a man, and 

by the time its true identity is 

discovered, it  is  too late.  

 

 

 

I  did not expect to see her,  the only 

one who could possibly give me 

pause.  She is slender to the point of 

being serpentine, and even when she 

is motionless the air about her is 

electric with movement, with 

potential  energy.  Why she remains 

here, I  do not know—perhaps she 

feels the world does not deserve her 

beauty again.  I  suspect it  never will .  

         “Mother,” I  say.  “Have you come 

to stop your wayward son?” 

       She offers me a crescent smile.  

“Only if  you wish to be stopped.” 

       “You know there is no going back.  

Not after I  have already begun.”   

       She reaches out to me, caresses my 

cheek, and for the first time in a long 

time, I  am unsure of my course.  

       “My dear boy,” she says.  “Don’t 

you grow tired of the game? For once, 

let  others and yourself  be at peace.” 

        I  close my eyes.  I  take a deep
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breath.  I  remove her hand from my 

cheek.  

       “There is no such thing.” 

       “More lies.” 

       “What I  have done before, I  will  do 

again,” I  say.  “It  is  only natural.” 

       Mother says nothing, for there is 

nothing more to say.  We part ways, 

and I  know I will  see her again, for 

our existence is cyclical,  but it  will  

never be the same as it  once was.  In a 

past age, I  might have wept.  

 

 

 

It  is  time—in a grove of desiccated 

trees,  with the pup in my arms, I  

await my rebirth.  Quite a pair we will  

make, in our new life.  My new 

mothers and fathers have cast their 

votes,  and they cannot take them 

back.  The grove shifts,  the grove 

changes, and we are in their sanctum 

of power, on their desk, a many 

paged document not one of them has 

read.  We are the ink they splash at its 

bottom, we are their manifold 

signatures.    

       Did you not know? There are more 

ways to be born than from skin and 

bone.  Flesh does not only beget flesh.  

Now, mothers and fathers,  you who 

are so out of touch with your 

subjects,  show me havoc, show me 

war! Give this newborn god his
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YOU AND I BOTH SAW 
SIX YEARS OLD

For Freddy Altmann 

Born:  9 October,  1896 

Died:  14 March,  1903 of  Diptheria 

Buried at  Linwood Cemetery,  Glenwood Springs,  Co.  
 
You and I  both saw six years old.  
A grey mud filled your throat the day you died.  
I  walked too many steps into a fold.  
 
The place I  found was foul and terrible,  cold 
in autumn, pressed down as I  cried.  
You and I  both saw six years old.  
 
I  stand and read your marker chiseled bold.  
Though I  got out,  it  was with strangled stride.  
I  walked too many steps into a fold.  
 
The following year,  in your town, I  was told, 
no one could make me confess or confide.  
You and I  both saw six years old.  
 
As seven came for me, you came here, rolled 
in linen, rocks on every side, 
I  walked too many steps into a fold 
 
to come and see you, again, pulled 
wild grasses from the earth for Columbine, 
You and I  both saw six years old,  
I  walked too many steps into a fold.  
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‘FLOWER FOR YOUR 
SWEETHEART’

B Y  C H L O E  S M I T H  

London, 1898.  

 

        ‘Flower for your sweetheart?’  

       Della heard the voice of a young 

man, hoarse from a morning of work, 

call  out to the couples who carried 

themselves like they were on a stroll  

in a garden and not a bustling, 

smoggy street.  The men nearly 

always bought one, laughing openly, 

lovingly,  as they handed it  to the 

blushing girls clinging to them. 

        ‘Flower for your sweetheart,  sir?’  

he asked as she passed by.  She 

smiled, not bothering to correct him 

in case someone from her street 

heard and reported back to her 

parents that she was walking about 

dressed in a billowing coat,  vest,  and 

top hat,  as bold as brass.  No.  Instead, 

she nodded gratefully and pointed to 

the small  purple flower, hidden away 

in the shadowy woven depths of the 

seller’s large basket.  
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        It  was funny because she did have 

a flower for a sweetheart.  In fact,  if  

she didn’t hurry home, she might 

miss her.    

 

                                                * 

 

        ‘Hello,  Edward.  Oh – Della!’  Flora 

said as the front door opened. 

       Luckily,  Della arrived home first 

with just enough time to hurriedly 

wash the thick black smoke off of her 

face.  She didn’t get changed out of 

her slightly charred clothes, however.  

She knew Flora wouldn’t mind. That 

was one of the many things Della 

liked about her – Flora just wanted 

her to be happy.  “As long as you’re 

smiling, I  don’t care about what 

you’re wearing or how you say things.  

You don’t have to pretend with me, 

Della.” 

       Della had never had met anyone 

like Flora – a person who didn’t want 

the airs and graces,  the rules of being 

her parents had drilled into her,  l ike 

clockwork.  No, Flora wanted the real 

her,  as messy and peculiar as she 

really was.  Flora would always 

embrace her,  and Della would hold 

her as tightly as she could, never 

wanting to let go; their hearts nearly 

bursting from the pressure, from the 

love cursing through them. 

       Flora smiled at her,  her green eyes

shining like stained glass caught in 

the light.  She was only one year 

older,  but Della couldn’t help but 

wonder if  she was some kind of 

ancient goddess incarnate.  She was 

so beautiful,  in her plain frock and 

faded shoes.  ‘Why, you fooled me. For 

a moment there I  thought you were 

Master Edward! Though I  must say, 

you do look rather handsome – much 

more than he did in those clothes,’  

Flora said, smiling, a blush tinting 

her cheeks like rouge.  

        ‘Thank you,’  Della replied, rouge 

on her face now, too.  She hated the 

restrictive dresses,  the long skirts.  

She just wanted to feel  free in her 

clothes – but that wasn’t allowed. 

“Wasn’t becoming for pretty girls,” 

her parents said, stiffly.  “Not of our 

status…” And neither was conversing 

with the cook, Flora, that they had 

hired.  

       Well,  Della wasn’t pretty and had 

no interest in appearing “becoming,” 

whatever that meant.  She just knew it  

had to do with appearances because 

that was something her parents 

obsessed over.  Not her,  though. 

       She was just a girl .  She just 

wanted to be herself.  

       So this morning, Della stole one of 

her brother’s old suits.  It  fit  

surprisingly well,  but of course, 

she’d have to wash it  now and change
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quickly before her parents returned. 

      One day, though, she could wear 

whatever she wanted.  

      One day, they could be together.  

       Della knew that someday her 

inheritance could be the key to their 

escape.  It  would restart the clock, be 

their ticket to a new life,  where no 

one knew them or her family.  Surely 

no one would question two young 

women sharing a small  lodging 

someplace.  She might well  pass as a 

man if  she cut her black hair shorter 

and brought men’s clothes.  Just the 

thought of Flora helping her cook 

breakfast while she stood in her own 

flowing shirt filled her with an 

infectious joy.  

       All  she had to do was keep this 

hidden for a few more years.  Flora 

had friends down South, including an 

old family she’d known since she was 

a child.  She could try and get work 

with them before Della’s money ran 

out;  they both could.  

       They had a plan.  They could do it  

– share a life together,  properly,  

without having to constantly hold 

their breath.  

       That’s all  she wanted… 

       Smiling at her,  Della quickly 

pulled her other arm from behind her 

back and presented the spring violet 

to Flora.  ‘I  got this.  For you.’  

        ‘Oh, it’s beautiful,’  said Flora,

 holding it  l ike it  was some precious 

gemstone between two slender 

calloused fingers.  ‘Nobody’s ever 

brought me flowers before.’  

         ‘Yes,  well…’ said Della,  fumbling 

with her words suddenly.  Flora 

smiled, before pulling her into a 

tender embrace.  Della could feel  the 

violet tickling her back as she sank 

into Flora’s warmth. 
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        ‘Thank you, sweetheart.’  Flora 

said, releasing her.  Both of their 

faces were wet with tears,  with the 

words they were forbidden to say.  

They’d flowed down their cheeks 

instead of from their lips.  “I love 

you” had dripped, fat and heavy as 

they cried from the pain of holding it  

all  in,  from simply existing in small  

smiles and secrets and slight looks.  

In mere moments.  

       They each spent a moment wiping 

each word away gently before Della 

took Flora’s arm in hers and led her 

into the sitting room, where they 

could be together,  just for a while,  

just for a moment or two, before she 

had to get to work.  

      One day, Della thought, they would 

have all  the time in the world.  

      For a moment, Della pretended that 

they were treading on hard cobbled 

stone together,  leisurely and free,  

like those couples from before.  She 

almost breathed in some of that thick 

smog, before Flora looked at her and 

smiled, taking it  away, as quick as 

that.  
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HIS FACE WHEN IT 
WILL FLICKER

is  cracked glass Picasso striated grove — 
skin branches, singed romances, flame buried 
in bone chip snow, glycerine.   Globe 
revealing glistening cemetery.  
 
His youth, a sunken mausoleum 
mystery; angles become mangled.  Face 
is wasting, cubed.  Happens in a wink.  
You think you are confused — staircase 
 
mistake of candlelight?  Dim castle dire 
as host,  Adonis,  promise, flickering 
to ghost.  Last crackle,  dying fire,  
a stranger you see magic,  suffering.  
 
His face when it  will  flicker licks your heart.  
Cannot know the end.  This is how it  starts.
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SYLKE
       Tyn wakes to fireflies playing in 

the soft areas between the bones 

making up his spine.  To his wife,  

Abigail,  tracing swollen pathways of 

whippings that echo an anger he 

keeps holed up in the dark parts of 

his mind. The part can’t nobody 

reach but him. 

        Instead, Tyn sets his mind to 

capturing the sounds of the woods 

surrounding him while resting his 

head on his wife’s lap.  How Abigail’s 

hums stay in tune with the 

flickering’s of fireflies.  Sweet ants 

pulling leaves to their queen, 

gossiping about fallen watermelon 

seeds and drops of lemonade they 

could happily drown in.  

       To his baby girl,  popping her lips 

as she crawls after them, finding her 

way to him. She smells of sun and the 

milk soaking through Abigail’s good 

dress,  tender blue like the sky just 

before the sun decides it’s time to get 

gone.  Tyn keeps this to himself;  

Abigail  hates any kind of compliment 

she feels is  an attempt to embarrass 

her.  

       His baby girl  sets her hands all  

over his face,  giggling and dropping

quick kisses.  The fireflies swarm, 

lights trembling in uneasy streaks 

that cause Tyn to lift  his head from 

Abigail’s lap.  Cause Abigail  to move 

in close to him until  her black curls 

tickle his neck.  She smooths the 

wrinkles from the bottom of her 

dress.  

       Tyn passes their baby girl,  who is 

in the middle of a cross-eyed staring 

contest with a firefly perched on her 

nose, to Abigail .  Slow, to avoid 

disturbing their game. Abigail  cradles 

their baby in the crook of her arm, 

blows a gentle breeze that sends the 

challenging firefly into the air and all  

Tyn wants to do is tell  her she’s 

beautiful.  

       But the words tangle together,  

forming a sound that sends the 

fireflies on their backs in giggle fits.  

       Abigail  moves in closer.  Baby girl  

pats his leg.  It’s enough to make him 

feel  comfort and shame all  at  once.  

       The fireflies dim their lights,  rise,  

and tuck their wings in real close to 

their bodies.  Tyn knows what’s to 

come. Same that happened to his 

Daddy and Grandmama before him. 

His baby girl,  already understanding
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the whisperings of insects,  will  hear 

one the loudest.  Not a whisper,  but a 

voice that will  stay with her until  she 

no longer remembers a natural kind 

of silence.  

       Whose voice will  carry her true 

name. 

 

                                        *** 

 

       Master Laide left  the naming to 

his wife after they discovered he 

owned twelve “Old Jim’s” of different 

ages, and twenty “Blu’s” all  named 

after his favorite hunting dog.  Never 

sat well  with Tyn, who was one of the 

Blu’s in the daylight,  until  Master 

Laide spent enough time with him to 

keep Tyn’s face in his mind. Master 

Laide always talked about time with 

Tyn until  the two just blended 

together in a crooked sort of way.  

Tyn was either the first or last slave 

Master Laide gave a name to,  

depending how Tyn chose to 

remember it .  

       When the Missus set her eyes on 

Tyn’s baby girl,  the name “Barbaidy” 

fell  out of her mouth. Abigail  held the 

baby closer to her chest,  trying to 

keep the name from leaving a stain 

on her skin.  Tyn wondered what a 

“Barbaidy” was since his tongue 

couldn’t learn how to form it  right,  

which meant it  wasn’t intended for

his mind to carry.  

 

                                          *** 

 

       Fireflies take to dancing and 

playing rather than making hard, 

long-lasting decisions.  When they 

got a taste of “Tyn” slipping past his 

father’s lips,  they scattered over the 

Master’s tobacco crops, getting 

drunk off starlight and moonshine.  

Same way Tyn got when marrying 

Abigail .  He hopes his baby girl  gets 

an insect that will  carry her joy, 

spread it  when she can’t in the form 

of small  flickerings.  

       Hopes until  he can’t,  a Praying 

Mantis settling itself  on the surface 

of his baby’s stomach. 
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       Abigail  swats at the mantis until  it  

props itself  up.  Tyn hears the mantis 

whisper “stop,” carrying the voice of 

his grandmother when she sang, 

trying to trick the shade into 

reaching her in the fields.  

       “Let her be.” 

       “But Tyn,” Abigail’s eyes swell  so 

big Tyn swears he could fall  right in 

and never seek the surface.  

       The fireflies light but keep to 

themselves.  They know not to 

interfere but voice what’s itching at 

Tyn. A mantis has wild eyes,  always 

searching while waiting, two things 

not meant for the life his baby girl’s 

been forced into.  She needs to be one 

of many, like the sweet ant,  saying 

things that don’t matter outside her 

and her own. Slipping into her joy, 

like the fireflies,  l ike him, in the 

night with others that will  

understand. 

       He hears Abigail  ask no one for a 

second try,  which he wants too, but 

the mantis doesn’t move.  Baby girl’s 

eyes start swallowing everything but 

keeping nothing.  Fingers curling, 

claiming what’s in reach.  Her mama’s 

hair.  Tyn’s fingers.  Her face, nose, 

toes,  and a few fireflies.  She grabs 

and keeps, making the dark parts of 

Tyn stir.  

       “She can’t—“ 

       The mantis raises her claw, turns 

K.B. enjoys the company of the Praying Mantis who 

sits on the other side of the kitchen window every 

summer. Since this Praying Mantis, K.B. likes to 

pretend it’s the same one, comes by once a year, K.B. 

might as well include Mantis in her stories. Her flash 

fiction has appeared in FlashBack Fiction, Pidgeonholes, 

Lost Balloon, formercactus and elsewhere. She can be 

found online at http://kbcarle.wordpress.com/ or on 

Twitter @kbcarle. 
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her wild eyes on Tyn. 

       She is  mine.  

       His baby girl  smiles,  hands 

searching for him until  she is in his 

arms. Abigail  kisses their baby girl’s 

forehead, Tyn’s cheek, and he feels 

all  her worry seep into him. 

       The mantis rests on his shoulder.  

       She is—  

       But Tyn is caught up in the 

memories of his father on the third 

day, body leaning on an oak post,  

swollen pathways of whippings 

tangling over his spine.  Of the spider 

clinging to his neck before falling, 

curling in the dirt  when his father 

took his last breath.  The darkness 

pulls at his thoughts,  covering the 

whisperings of the fireflies trying to 

find the joy left  in him. 

       All  that reaches him is a name, 

       Sylke,  

       and all  the fight his baby girl  will  

have to give just to find her bit  of joy 

in the dark parts of her mind.



BETTER DAYS
        I  only drink one beer with dinner 

while encouraging her to have a 

second. 

        I’m ready to make the sudden U- 

Turn onto McKalester towards St.  

Catherine’s hospital  before Grace’s 

phone even rings.  

       When Grace becomes lost in the 

maze of sanitized hallways, I  play 

along even though I  could navigate 

the turns blindfolded.  

        I’ve been in this room a hundred 

times, watched Grace’s father 

struggle for uncountable hours.  

Despite all  my attempts I  haven’t 

found a way to make this easy for 

her.  It  doesn’t matter how perfect the 

days or weeks leading up to today 

are,  the pain of losing your father is 

immune to gestures and intentions.  

       My watch reads June 5th, 8:14 pm. 

In 1991 Jennifer Nickels is holding my 

hand at the end of “My Girl”.  In 1983 

KISS is about to play Detroit  Rock City

B Y   W I L L I A M  G I L M E R
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in Montgomery.  Five weeks from 

tomorrow will  be my son’s third 

birthday party,  the one with the ball  

pit  and petting zoo.  

        I  could leave, step into the 

bathroom and jump to those happier 

times.  Replace the IV beeps with 

laughter,  trade her tears for smiles.  

I’ve done it  before, and felt  so guilty 

afterwards that I  made myself  relive 

today a dozen more times before 

moving on.  

       There’s no forum for beginning 

time travelers,  no Dear Abbey to let 

you know how important perspective 

can be.  If  I  have any advice,  it’s to 

resist the good days.  It’s too easy to 

become lost in an endless loop of our 

best moments, to boil  ourselves down 

to just a few golden hours.  Memory 

makes us fiends, suckling on the few 

flawless seconds life can offer.  

Always avoid the travelers who are 

trying to escape pain, because what 

they’re really searching for is a way 

to stop being human. 

       Grace folds into my chest.  Her 

sobs quiet in my arms forty-four 

seconds earlier than average.  I  take 

mental notes of the changes I  made 

this time around. 

       Not a good day,  I  tell  myself,  just  a 

better one .
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William Gilmer is a writer and poet living in 

Michigan where Fall never lasts long enough. 

Over two dozen of his pieces have been 

published both online and in print. Keep an 

eye out for his monthly articles in Enchanted 

Conversation Magazine, and if there isn’t 
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HERCULES TAKES 
A WALK

       Hercules was a bit  of a dandy.  See 

him there, dressed carefully for his 

walk in a blue coat with velvet collar,  

stepping on the cobblestones with his 

gold stick and fancy shoes, purchased 

with money earned by selling the 

kitchen slops.  Through Philadelphia 

streets,  he walks,  well-known–the 

President’s cook–he tips his hat,  as 

he strolls through High Street Market 

on one of the market days, avoiding 

the muck, examining the fruit  and 

B Y   M E R R I L  D .  S M I T H
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butter brought by farmers, and 

nodding to the women who sell  

Pepper Pot soup on the street.  

       He walks on through a city filled 

with the scents of horses and pigs,  

roaming—liberty of a sort,  if  he 

doesn’t ponder about it .  Better than 

some have it,  he thinks.  In fine 

houses and taverns, white men toast 

General Washington, the president 

now, with imported Madeira,  

whiskey, and rum. But Hercules is not



a man, not legally.  Washington owns 

him and many others.  He brings a few 

of them to Philadelphia,  careful not 

to keep them there in the President’s 

House for longer than six months, as 

slavery has been abolished in the 

state.  Most of George and Martha 

Washington’s enslaved people remain 

in Virginia.  President Washington 

says he treats them all  well,  if  

firmly–never whipping them more 

than he must.  

       Hercules walks in finery–if his 

duties are done.  He’s kitchen-bound 

to serve his master,  supervising the 

staff  in roasting beef and fowl,  

demanding perfection, garnering the 

respect that he has earned with 

scrapes and burns from hearth fires.  

These skills he learned from brown- 

skinned cooks on a plantation.  He’s 

honed them further here in this 

northern city.  

       Does he plot to escape from the 

City of Brotherly Love? Others have 

done it .  But Washington sends 

Hercules back to Mount Vernon, 

where he’s forced to labor in the 

fields.  His fine clothes are taken from 

him to be replaced by ragged tatters.  

So, one day Hercules takes another 

walk—a longer one this time, and he 

doesn’t look back.  He’s unfettered, 

free,  and bound for glory.  He steps 

lightly,  if  cautiously,  into his new

life.  Unshackled and unchained, he 

vanishes into history.  President 

Washington has to find another 

cook–which he says he finds most 

inconvenient.  

 

*Hercules,  also known as “Uncle 

Harkless,” was George Washington’s 

cook.  He escaped from Mount Vernon 

in 1797.
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CREATIVE STUDY
 

     I find myself so thankful for the feminist writers who have taught me to write poetry… 

When I first read Emily Dickinson, I thought this is the real thing… the power of scarcity, 

the complete control of the tone and voice. She is the master of doing so much with so 

little. I have always wanted to emulate her craft, which is so original, so effective — one 

just knows… it’s perfect. 

     Emily’s poems evoke solitude, lust, hope, yearning, loss, quiet, cold, passion, and 

most certainly, death. I also write these themes. In starting these poems, I first found it 

intimidating. What business do I have trying to write something even vaguely attune to 

Emily’s work… With Emily, I had to find the control…. to corral my often knee-jerk pain 

and conform it to something… tight. Tightness, regularity, clever and surprising 

placement of rhyme. Control of voice, always in control… even when out of control. I 

think Emily always knew the purpose, always had a formula for the outcome. I had to let 

myself into her world. In these poems, I let out the solitude I often feel, the darkness of 

New England winter, the correspondence with a Sir… it all evoked a spirit in me and I 

found the cadence and the right words. 

     Lastly, I have always loved the pioneer which Emily was with punctuation. She didn’t 

give a crap about whether it was cool to use the dashes. Everywhere. She just did it. In my 

poems to her,,, I began coming up with punctuation in threes. As so much of the meter I 

heard in my head was in threes, pauses is threes, rhymes in threes;;; see what I mean??? 

     So that is becoming my ode to Emily punctuation. And I absolutely dig it. 

     Channeling a poet heroine makes me write better, I think. Out of respect for them, I try 

harder; I have to get it just right. Otherwise, I would be letting them down. And by God, I 

can’t let that happen. 

E L I S A B E T H  H O R A N  O N  W R I T I N G  E M I L Y  D I C K I N S O N
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ODD LIST ODD 
HOUSE ODD ME---

Odd list  odd house odd me--- 
Time navigates its ream of paper 
 
My father sister brother neighbors 
My quill  my ache my captain 
allows me 
 
Travel,  upon scented rainbows 
made, laid upon my breast in 
arcing layers 
 
A love bandage, my soul less hollow 
my face more colorful,  
a theater enacted 
 
From the weight of my legs I  cannot 
stand. You do not write enough these 
stoic days of leaves and language--- 
 
Not that I  judge, yet behold a 
woman’s seethe 
 
Seems to permeate my list  my house 
my pores,  this skin-wrapped present damp 
with a mildew stench, unbeknownst,  
 
Before I  knew of your tick tock hands, 
to me. 
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I AM A SIMPLE 
WOMAN ---

I  am a Simple Woman--- 
my pasty grey-dawn Smile 
I  cannot leave my bedroom; 
I’m naked and I’m vile 
 
I  love my bedroom linens 
they seduce me ever lightly – 
they do not use such fingers 
as the men who grip too tightly--- 
 
In here  – I  am safety Goddess 
of a night filled with golden ships; 
ruby-red riches; slippery hips 
I  pine for;  would die for.  
 
A winking Woman’s eye 
Does not judge my hag-filled Harem --- 
but holds it  tender for the Feminine.  
 
Never as Provocateur,  
nor some Bastard Child of 
the Masculine--- 
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THIS IS THE KNELL
This is The Knell .  The Death 
Knell  Some can smell  – the 
simple way He says – young 
Lady,  you shall  come with Me now  – 
 
The Horses stomp 
within their leathers – 
the Gollum flicks a fork-ed tongue.  
Back.  And forth.   A change--- 
 
In the Gross Weight --- seven 
sentient Grams – had I  not taken 
the Fatal  Dram – 
 
I  would still  harbor His Trolls--- 
with all  their crude support 
as Traitors,  mutants of My body.  
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SOMETHING FOR TO 
WORSHIP

What a woman wouldn’t do 
to be torn into something new – 
a more vixen version of her usual;  
a muse unknown by her summer god 
 
One covered by youth and genius 
and the lushly muscled torso.  That of the 
lion and the rhino.  Not that of the 
cobra and the gecko.  See inside me now – 
 
Little orb of red bullet flickers on/off 
for the idea of you; little gem ruby-red 
rock produces shock waves at the 
image of a man, with his hands, with a face,  
 
With a mouth residing in the cave of 
my crisis – saying lay down woman… 
be sti l l .  Lay down --- while I  go ahead 
and revel in the worship of you.  
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SOME DAYS, ALONE IS 
NOT WHAT IT SEEMS

Big horse big horse 
A lover.  
 
I  lost I  lost 
My father 
 
Curled violent 
I  circumcise 
 
My petal.  Big 
Horse creates 
 
Kill  chaos.  
Some 
 
Lover did eat 
My face off  
 
Left nothing 
For the crows 
 
& 
 
My shirt is  
Still  off  
 
Big horse, my 
Heart 
 
Evil  lover,  took 
His part.  
 
His part,  
Took my art 
 
Evil  lover.  
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WERE I WITH THEE--- 
AND YOUR SCEPTER

Wild is the untaming 
of the night’s quiet slip – her 
 
Soothing movement in the 
thrush’s bush – 
 
The reeds the reeds, the cattails 
whisper;  go young one,  go  
 
And touch The Scepter.  
Hush Babe--- 
 
She nudges the door, it’s 
a rock, a sway, her hip 
 
Does push it  farther 
away, his mouth, is  not 
 
A static door but a portal  
and he knows the cave, 
 
Honey meadow pollen 
thief,  all  the petals of – 
 
All  the Blossoming Shebas 
cannot sate the pinched- 
 
Lip Flower Seller.  He rows 
upon the river.  He follows 
 
Her into the night 
---wherever.    
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AND SO EASILY, 
I CAVE

The feathers have been stitched into 
a pillow, young woman, 
 
Did not they tell  you? 
the tree has come down 
 
A terrible hurricane, a nor’easter,  
came and fell  
 
The mother’s nook aerie.  Who shall  
we stone---who shall  we arrest;  the pyre 
waits for no one 
 
The licking flames 
succumb to no rogue wave 
 
Tickling my leg 
knee to tendon; you’ve cut 
 
A slit  for diversion – I  know 
your type – this 
 
Kind who skirts punitive 
damages.  This is 
 
Not the first time the white dove 
has died.  Now you are 
 
Tracing the L of my leg and 
I  cry out,  not for 
 
Hope, nor for the broke 
and dripping eggs.    
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SCANT BE THE 
BLESSINGS

The window does shine a light for you 
Dusted cobweb path; the moth from one wing 
 
            Hangs; 
 
Suspended over the bridge of life – what effort 
What recoil  the silken string – the moth, cannot 
Match this kind of tensility,  as we, simple humans 
Cannot mime any kind of strength from weaving 
Orbs of crystalline dew receivers,  the miracles of 
Arachnids – ah, spinners of everything meticulous 
 
             And deadly – 
 
Are you not like The Creator who hath 
Made a window of sand and flame? for you to peer 
Out from – small  miracle of the eye – to see that 
Which is still  alive in the world 
 
                                                    – outside.    
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Q&A WITH AUTHOR 
KAREN CHANCE

       Our Editor-in-chief had the 

opportunity to interview Karen 

Chance, author of the New York Times  

and USA Today  bestselling Cassandra 

Palmer Series.  

       The series follows Cassie Palmer,  

the  clairvoyant for the supernatural 

world and a magnet for trouble.  When 

she’s not saving the world from 

vengeful gods and their crazy 

followers,  she’s finding her legs in 

her new position, which gives her the 

power to control time — freeze it,  

reverse it,  slow it  down, travel 

through it,  etc.  Her abilites make her 

one hot commodity.  And some are 

asking for more than she can — or is 

willing — to give.  

 

Renee Firer:  The premise of  the series 

is  incredibly unique.  I  read urban 

fantasy and every genre that gravitates 

nearby,  and I’ve never read another 

series l ike yours.  There’s mystery,  

romance,  but most of  all  adventure 

and,  dare I  say,  court  intrigue.  Where 

did the idea for the Cassie Palmer 

series come from?  
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Karen Chance:  From reading a lot of 

urban fantasy and liking much of it,  

but also missing certain elements 

that I  really enjoyed from high 

fantasy.  The court intrigue, as you 

say, but also a great deal of 

mythology and history that I  felt  

really enriched many authors’ 

fantasy worlds,  but that when it  came 

to our own world (where urban 

fantasy is often based) very little 

seemed to be being done with it .  So I  

decided to change that.  



RF:  This may very well  be connected to 

the previous question,  and if  so,  I  

apologize:  how does your history 

degree play a role in your writing and 

research?  

 

KC:  A good deal,  although less from 

my actual studies (which were 

eighteenth and nineteenth British 

Imperialism—doesn’t come up 

much!) But one thing grad school 

does if  nothing else is to teach you 

how to find the information you 

want.  If  I  need to know about 

something, I  know the sources and 

techniques to make that search 

relatively easy, which makes research 

fun instead of a trial.  And the more 

fun something is,  as we all  know, the 

more likely you are to do it,  so it  

helps with motivation as well .    

 

 

RF: I  imagine you had a lot  of  fun 

when it  came to creating the 

characters!  Mircea Basarab,  playing a 

much larger and more important role 

than Vlad Dracul,  Pritkin – drinker of  

battery acid masquerading as coffee –,  

Raphael,  Kit  Marlowe, as well  as many 

others.  When basing your characters 

off  of  historical  f igures,  how do you 

decide where to toe the l ine between 

fact  and fiction,  which details  to 

ignore or twist  to your own end?  

KC:  Well,  some of the characters I  

borrow from history, like Mircea for 

example, didn’t actually live that 

long in reality.  He might have been 

about nineteen when he died—it’s 

open to interpretation, as a lot of the 

records are muddled, but he wasn’t 

old.  And nineteen-year-olds have 

most of their lives ahead of them. It  

means that when I  continue his story 

on to 15th century Venice,  and then 

into the modern day, the character 

isn’t dragging much baggage with 

him, although he does have enough of 

a back story that his motivations 

have some grounding.  

 

Otherwise, even for characters who 

had a longer and richer life,  the plain 

fact is  that the passage of so much 

time—hundreds of years in many 

cases—tends of give more weight to 

what has happened since they died 

than what happened before it .  So I  

can basically choose to emphasize 

what I  want and what works best for 

the story, although I  do try to keep 

things as factually accurate as I  can.  I  

feel  l ike doing anything less would be 

to insult the intelligence of the 

readers,  and I  hate when authors do 

that to me.   

 

 

RF:  Time is  an integral  aspect  of  the   

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   1 2 1



series — time travel,  clairvoyance,  the 

characters!  – there is  no corner left  

untouched.  How far ahead did you plan 

before writing the first  word?  

 

KC:  I  planned the basic beats of the 

story—the really big things that have 

to happen for it  to all  work out the 

way that I  wanted.  But I  don’t write 

to outlines.  I’ve tried it  in the past,  

and it  just isn’t something that works 

for me. I  end up sounding like I’m 

writing to an outline, which is never 

good. You need a certain spontaneity 

in your writing, because that’s how 

life works.  Too little planning can get 

you into trouble as an author, but 

doing too much is almost as bad.  

Basically,  I  l ike knowing where a 

story is going, but not exactly how 

it’s going to get there.    

 

 

RF:  The world you’ve created is  f i l led 

with various lore from Greek 

mythology to faeries and demons.  How 

have you managed to balance the 

paranormal races without it  seeming 

like a mishmash of  characters?  

 

KC:  Every character group needs to be 

grounded. They need depth, 

backstories,  understandable 

motivations—all the things that 

different groups have in the real 

world.  They also need a purpose in 

the story—why are these people here? 

What part do they play? How do their 

differences from other groups in the 

novel impact the story? You shouldn’t 

have a magical race in your world for 

no reason except that fangs are fun or 

whatever.  They need to play a 

distinct,  important role,  and as long 

as they do, no one will  question why 

they’re there.  They’ll  already know.     
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RF:  What have you learned about 

yourself  as a writer and your writing 

process throughout the years?  

 

KC: That I’d make more money if  I  

wrote worse books, lol!  But I  keep 

demanding a plot,  damn it,  and 

hopefully an original one.  And I’ll  

keep on demanding that of everything 

I  write,  regardless of whether it’s 

preferred by a certain group of 

readers or not.  Sorry guys, but 

mindless porn is not on the menu. 

Necessary porn, on the other hand .  .  .  

well,  we can talk.  ;-D 

 

 

RF:  What advice would you give 

authors who are trying to put a new 

twist  on an old story,  fairy tale,  legend, 

etc.?  

 

KC:  Do some research.  You’d be 

surprised by what you’ll  find.  Pick 

something that is a little less well  

known, or try looking at an old 

legend in a new way.  Take Ragnarok, 

for example, in my own work.  The 

gods are supposed to be the good 

guys there, but I  turned it  around to 

look at the other side.  It  gave an 

entirely new perspective.  

Karen Chance’s books — both the 

Cassandra Palmer series and the Dorina 

Basarab series — can be found on Amazon, 

Barnes & Noble, and Indiebound. To find 

the full book list, read more interviews, or 

have Cassie tell your fortune, check out 

Karen’s website: karenchance.com. Karen 

tweets @CasPalmerSeries and can be found 

on Facebook @KarenChanceBooks. 
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