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The Zoltar Machine from Big Rolls into Town 

with Your County Fair 
 

By Anissa Johnson 

 

 

 

 

 

 You get on your tippy toes and glance around like a meerkat, 

pretending to look for someone on the Midway. Coast’s clear. If you 

learned anything from Josh Baldwin, it’s that magic isn’t man-made. 

At the back of the machine, you find the cord. Run it through your 

shaking hands, through knots of other cords, to a generator in a patch 

of grass separating the rides and the beef barns. Pull at the plug, watch 

as electrical power steps aside for the supernatural. Hit songs from 

decades past blare from the surrounding rides as you walk back to 

Zoltar. “Crazy Train” from the Gravitron. “Everytime We Touch” 

from those swings your mom used to swear would fling you into 

Kingdom Come. Wherever that is.  

 Zoltar stares straight ahead as you fumble through the 

contents of your left pocket for a quarter. Smug. Hold on, you 

mumble. Red tickets for the Ferris wheel. Paper cone from your 

cotton candy. The Smokey the Bear button you snagged from the 

DNR booth. Aha! You find the quarter tucked under the metal pin. 

Zoltar relishes it in neon, “MAKE YOUR WISH.” 

 The wind picks up, wafting the pungent scents of the beef 

barn towards your sensitive nose. You turn your head to catch your 

breath and, instead, catch sight of your crush with someone else, 

seemingly anyone else, boarding the Ferris wheel. The temporary 

Eiffel Tower, where small town lovers are made. You lower your 

head and turn back to Zoltar. A Josh Baldwin in your own right.   

 Your crinkle your forehead as you ponder your wish, fists 

clenched and a jaw to match.  
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 Recall a story about some guy in the Bible who prayed for 

wisdom and ended up with love, riches, and power to boot. You do 

the math. One quarter = One wish. A four-for-one deal. And heck, 

even if the love thing doesn’t pan out, at least there’s the money. You 

could buy yourself a dog to keep you company. Or a gerbil. Or a 

sports franchise.  

 Zoltar spits out a ticket that reads, “YOUR WISH HAS 

BEEN GRANTED.” You half-walk, half-dance back to your car as a 

2009 Justin Bieber laments his lost love from the speakers of the Tilt-

A-Whirl. You know every word to the Ludacris rap.  

 Back at home, you jump into bed with your blue jeans still 

on. Shut your eyes tight. Anticipate another day at the county fair. 

Hot dogs, funnel cakes, your crush’s lips pressed against your own as 

you float above the temporary skyline. You fall asleep smiling.  

 The next morning, you awake encased in Plexiglas. Can’t 

feel your body from the waist down. You have none. The world 

around you is a ghost-town Midway, save one man. He runs, jumps, 

and skips from ride to ride. Booth to booth. Touching everything. 

Cows in the beef barn, stuffed animal poodles above the balloon dart 

game, every lightbulb of the Ferris wheel on ground level. You 

foresee his future: Zoltar will ride it tonight. He won’t be alone. 

 

 

 

ANISSA LYNNE JOHNSON is a disabled writer and speaker from 

the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Her work has appeared/is 

forthcoming in The Daily Drunk, Press Pause, Sledgehammer Lit, 

Wig-Wag, and elsewhere. More often than not, Anissa can be found 

walking in the woods or watching the sort of movies that *sigh* never 

win awards. Say hello on Twitter @anissaljohnson or 

at anissalynnejohnson.com.  

 

  

http://anissalynnejohnson.com/
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“The Not So Great Escape” 
 

Written by Christian PATCHell and Matt Killian 

 

Animated short from: The Brothers Brimm 

 

Created by Christian PATCHell 

 

 

 

 

 

EXT. HIGHWAY TO HELL - MAGIC HOUR 

 

MUSIC: AVE MARIA 

 

EXTREME CLOSE UP - SLO-MO 

 

A hula doll, hips swinging. The horizon raises 

slowly in the BG. 

 

ANGLE: FROM GROUND 

 

The undercarriage flies gracefully over the 

camera. 

 

ANGLE: OVER THE HOOD 

 

WAFFLES is driving. He looks terrified. 
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SYRUP is riding shotgun, loving the ride. 

 

ANGLE: WIDE ON THE CAR 

 

The hearse is catching wicked air over a hill. 

The front license plate says “BIG REDD”. 

Looming over the car in the background is an 

ominous dark cloud in the shape of BIG REDD’s 

face, mouth agape with hunger.  

 

ANGLE: FROM GROUND - NORMAL SPEED: 

 

The hearse lands hard and bolts toward the 

horizon. A never-ending horde of DATCOGS swarms 

after them. The chase is on! 

 

SPEEDING DOWN THE ROAD 

 

WAFFLES 

What's going on? 

Are they closing 

in? 

 

Syrup looks in the side view mirror. “Objects 

are closer than they appear”. A datcog 

approaches in the distance, opening its mouth 

wide -- 
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SYRUP 

Naw, they’re 

waaaaaaaaay 

back there. 

 

Chomp! The mirror’s gone. 

 

SYRUP 

Gah! 

 

The car is attacked. Waffles drives erratically 

to avoid the little beasts while Syrup tries 

fending them off one by one. 

 

As Waffles rolls up his window, Syrup smacks a 

datcog causing it tumble away with a squeak. 

 

SYRUP 

Can’t this thing go 

any faster? 

 

Waffles puts the pedal to the metal. 

 

The hearse bolts, leaving the flock behind. 

Waffles and Syrup are relieved. A sudden crash 

on the roof jars them, and the car is lifted 

in the air. 
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WAFFLES 

What the?! 

 

Several datcogs have latched on and are flying 

away with the car. 

 

SYRUP 

Oh crap, oh crap, oh 

crap... 

 

WAFFLES 

Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! 

 

The ground disappears as the car travels higher 

and higher. Fearful, Waffles and Syrup embrace. 

They slowly turn and look at each other in 

awkward silence, then push each other back.  

 

The hearse breaks through the clouds revealing 

a heavenly aurora; rays of sunlight shine down 

on our heroes. A grand pause as Waffles and 

Syrup stare in awe. 

 

This serene moment is cut short when the 

datcogs release the HEARSE. 

 

As the car plummets to certain doom Waffles and 

Syrup begin to scream in unison. 
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WAFFLES AND SYRUP 

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

hhhhhhhh! 

 

In mid freefall contents of the car begin float 

around its interior. A cocktail napkin stained 

with whisky rings, food packaging, candy 

wrappers... 

 

A book with a face on the cover floats up to 

eye level. The eyes open and look at Syrup. 

 

NECRO  

(very nonchalant) 

Hey man how's it hanging? 

 

SYRUP 

Dropping like a kid 

in puberty. Who the 

heck are you? 

 

NECRO 

I'm the NECRONOMICON. 

(Mockingly scary, 

waving his arms) 

The book of the 

Dead. Aaooooooh. 

 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 10 

Syrup looks at Waffles. 

 

WAFFLES and SYRUP 

(Giving devil horns) 

Excellent!! 

 

OUTSIDE 

 

The hearse plummets closer to the ground. 

 

BACK INSIDE 

 

NECRO tightens his focus on Syrup. 

 

SYRUP 

Give it to me 

straight Necro. 

Whatcha’ got 

inside, magic 

spells and such? 

 

NECRO 

Yeah. 
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SYRUP 

Good, thought so. 

What do we do, read 

'em and escape 

certain doom? 

 

NECRO 

Yeah. 

 

SYRUP 

Good. Thought so. 

 

WAFFLES 

If we're gonna do 

sumthin' we better 

make it fast! 

 

The Necro flips open to a passage and presents 

himself to Waffles and Syrup who both read an 

incantation in unison. 

 

WAFFLES AND SYRUP 

NERNIES AND 

GREEBLE. NERNIES 

AND GREEBLE. 

NERNIES 

AND...(BAMPH.) 
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The hearse vanishes in a wisp of vapor. 

 

HIGHWAY 

 

All’s quiet on the road. Suddenly, another wisp 

and the hearse reappears, safe and sound... 

only nobody is inside. 

A scream off camera and Syrup smashes into the 

ground in a cloud a dust. Waffles lands next 

to him. They both groan. 

 

SYRUP 

It's all...in the 

reflexes. 

 

Waffles raises a finger to say something when 

Necro drops directly on his crotch. 

 

WAFFLES 

(doubling over in pain) 

Oh... my 

greebles...  

 

SYRUP 

Baahhh ha ha ha! 

 

SUKI  

(interrupts O.S.) 
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Well, hello there, 

boys.  

 

Syrup looks up, startled 

 

SYRUP’S POV 

 

A shapely female silhouette appears in the 

settling dust. SUKI stands before them holding 

a sign that says “going my way.” 

 

SUKI 

Did it hurt? 

 

SYRUP 

Whaa? 

 

SUKI 

When you fell from 

heaven? 

 

Syrup grins. 

 

CUT TO: 
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EXT. HIGHWAY TO HELL - SUNSET 

 

The hearse drives off into the sunset with all 

four occupants inside. 

 

INSERT: DISCARDED SIGN 

 

Suki’s sign is laying on the road. A gust of 

wind kicks it over revealing a wanted poster 

for Waffles and Syrup. 

 

MATCH CUT TO: 

 

INT. DARKENED OFFICE 

 

Wanted posters are strewn across a desk in a 

darkened office. 

 

The ominous, shadowy figure of BIGG REDD looms 

over a single, damaged datcog as it squeaks an 

explanation. 

 

DATCOG 

Squeak, squeak, 

squekity squeak. 

Squeakers! 
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BIGG REDD 

What do you mean 

they vanished?! 

First they steal my 

car and now they’re 

using the book! 

 

He slams his fist, crushing the datcog. Only a 

smear of goo remains, splattered across one of 

the wanted posters. 

 

BIGG REDD 

They think they can 

clock out early? They 

got another thing 

coming. They think it's 

over. OVER? Why my soon-

to-be disemboweled 

friends... we're so very 

far-far away from over. 

In fact, we're just 

getting started. Never 

rub another man's 

rhubarb! 

(Maniacal Laughter.) 

 

CREDITS 
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[View this film at: https://youtu.be/IGsOf92glO0]  

 

 

CHRISTIAN PATCHELL is the creator of “The Brothers Brimm”, 

the award-winning animated short and comic series. His friends and 

students all call him Patch. He has written, illustrated and self-

published books, comics and zines for decades. Christian’s art and 

design work has appeared on everything from toys to greeting cards. 

 

Find more of his work here:  lomaxandpatch.bigcartel.com 

  

https://youtu.be/IGsOf92glO0
http://lomaxandpatch.bigcartel.com/
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A Second Chance at Humble Oaks 
 

by Nola Kane 

 

 

 

 

 

 There were two names left in Emma's contacts, not including 

any of her children or her grandson Morrison. Although it was one of 

those inevitabilities as she and the people around her grew older, all 

it did was remind her of when her parents started reaching this age; 

with every year, more names would be blacked out in their address 

books than not, more family friends and obscure strangers referred to 

only by their first names never to be called or sent letters again, until 

finally there was no one left. Emma remembered clicking around 

more in the last ten years herself, watching old numbers that she’d 

never call or text again blink away as she hit “delete contact.” So 

many of these people she thought would be there forever, or at least 

until her time came. Her cousin Jessie, her best friend Mikayla, her 

other best friend Shannon…but time and disease had taken almost 

everyone, leaving her with only two acquaintances she hardly ever 

talked to anymore.  

Although she wasn’t completely alone, it was only her 

children and sometimes Morrison and the other grandchildren who 

would come to visit. These were sparse occasions, maybe once or 

twice a month, making the short time since she came to Humble Oaks 

Retirement Home seem much longer. Her grandchildren would half-

listen to the stories she had to offer, being too young to really 

appreciate them, and her children would smile, the corners of their 

lips pinched with a sadness she never saw in them before. Had it not 

been for the two falls she had taken in the last year, she would still be 

at her and her husband Sam’s old home, tending to her many plants 

or visiting the public library when she felt like it. It was getting 

increasingly more difficult to live alone, and her eyesight had gone 

too much, rendering driving unsafe. The years were getting shorter, 
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and she wanted to spend the remaining years with as little stress as 

possible.  

Her sister helped her find the place, but it left her with a lot 

less excitement, which she didn’t have much of to begin with. By 

now her daily routine at Humble Oaks was as familiar to her as the 

routines she had when she was living alone, then when she and Sam 

moved in together, and then after Sam passed a decade ago, when she 

suddenly had more free time than she knew what to do with and spent 

much of it at first wishing the disease hadn’t taken him away. In this 

new life, the day would start with breakfast at 8, and she would spend 

the next few hours reading in the garden if it was nice, or in the 

reading room if not, but always by the windows so she could watch 

the rain. After lunch she might chat for a little while with Jerome, 

who had problems with his kidneys, or Maggie, who couldn’t hear or 

see very well, but these were mostly conversations of politeness. She 

felt bad sometimes being here, watching people not much older than 

her 76 years deteriorating, or dealing with health concerns far greater 

than the comparatively minor concerns she had, but she tried her best 

to socialize and make friends. Every other day, she would go to the 

gym and spend a little time on the treadmill, or the elliptical if she 

was feeling ambitious, enough to keep her conditioned but not so 

much that her joints started to ache again. Then dinner would roll 

around, and a couple hours later she would be tucked away in bed so 

she could be ready to do the same thing all over again at 8 the next 

morning. 

 Although she enjoyed her new life, it seemed as though all 

she was doing now was passing the time. And although she tried to 

think about the nice things she had to wait for, such as these 

occasional visits from her family, she didn't like to think about the 

real thing she was waiting for.  

 It was one day when Emma had been reading one of her 

books in the reading room, the pattering of the rain on the glass 

soothing her into the world of Shirley Jackson, that she heard 

someone say, "Hello." She didn't look up at first, since it was an 

unfamiliar voice, and she wasn't sure if the person was talking to her. 
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Maybe they were talking to someone else in the room, or maybe 

somebody got lost.  

 "Hello," the person said again. Emma looked up, and an old 

man with thick, square rimmed glasses perched on a crooked nose 

looked down at her. He wore a short sleeve, neon green button up, 

unbuttoned over an old My Chemical Romance shirt, and a pair of 

loose black jeans. The brightness of his shirt hurt her eyes to look at. 

It looked like something a former emo kid might've worn. Most 

people her age, both in and out of Humble Oaks, dressed not much 

different than their parents at this age, although you would get the 

rare Billie Eilish or the Weeknd t-shirt, faded from countless washes 

over so many years. Thinking about this too much made Emma a bit 

sad. 

 "Hi," she said, holding her place in the book with a finger. 

"Can I help you?" 

 "Don't know, do you work here?" The man winked at her, 

and Emma tried not to wince. The blinding neon grew on her, but 

even friendly winks always felt ever so slightly creepy. "I'm new 

around here, and I thought I'd introduce myself to everyone. I'm 

Ashton Andrews."  

 He held out a pale, gnarled hand, and Emma took it, giving 

it as firm a shake as she could manage having been caught off guard 

during her reading time. He didn’t look like an Ashton. He was 

almost completely bald and stooped over. Even in old age, Ashtons 

are supposed to have thick hair, even if it’s receding a little, taking a 

stately step back from the temples. Even in old age, Ashtons are 

supposed to stand tall, and if they carry a cane it’s supposed to look 

like an accessory as they loom over it. They’re supposed to have 

broad muscles that, while weathered, still show the strapping young 

man they once were hidden somewhere underneath. They weren’t 

supposed to be so scrawny and crouched over and pale and…old.  

 Emma cringed. No one ever called anyone a "strapping 

young man" even when she was young.  

 "What book are you reading?" he asked. 

 She showed him the cover: the Haunting of Hill House. She 

had been in her early twenties when she first discovered the book 
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after the Netflix show premiered, and it became a comfort read she 

pulled out whenever she needed to get away from her own family’s 

drama. It was funny to think how the problems she had didn't seem 

so simple when she was living through them, but all the problems she 

was worried about back then were all just stories for her to remember 

now as she revisited these pages. Or to share with someone else, if 

they were willing to hear. "Nothing you'd be interested in." 

 "Well, you don't know that," he said, his gray eyes glittering 

over his hipster glasses. “Maybe I like my share of ghost stories, too.” 

 Before Emma could come up with something clever to say, 

Ashton waved a hand, drifting out of the reading room. Somewhere 

down the hallway, he called, “Hello!" to someone else. She listened 

for a minute as he chatted them up, trying to figure out who it was, 

and when she couldn't she opened her book back up. He was a bit 

odd. But not a bad odd. Emma made a note to herself to keep an eye 

out for him while he made himself the man about town at Humble 

Oaks. 

 The next few days passed by with little incident. Sometimes 

Emma would see Ashton when she went to have breakfast or dinner, 

but he was usually talking to somebody else. Although he was 

animated and Emma could hear his croaking voice across the room, 

he didn't create a great upheaval like Jack Nicholson in One Flew 

Over the Cuckoo's Nest or otherwise make too much of a spectacle 

of himself. One day he gave Emma another wink as he passed her 

spot during lunch, and she winced internally again, but not as hard as 

she did before. It was just a quirk, and she had picked up a few herself 

over the years. 

 That night she stayed up late reading another one of her 

books, the Night Circus by Erin Morgenstern, another old favorite. 

She let herself be consumed by the mystique of the circus in the book, 

of circuses in general, reminding her of how enchanted she was as a 

child by a seemingly unattainable dream. So few of them remained 

even then, although she was glad that those that remained had long 

stopped abusing the animals who people used to clap and laugh at. It 

was a fantasy she could indulge in when she wanted to escape for a 

little while. Nothing more.  



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 21 

 When she finally pulled her gaze away from the pages open 

in her lap, the clock up on the wall was ticking past 9 o'clock. Well 

past her bedtime. Even though she didn't have many commitments 

nowadays, she liked to keep a regular schedule. Whenever she slept 

until noon when she was younger, she always felt like she had wasted 

the day, and she didn't want to get into any funk like that at this stage 

of her life.  

 As she walked down the forest green hall, a calming shade 

that was welcome compared to the ugly yellow or bleak gray that 

seemed common to places like these, she could hear electronic 

sounds, cheerful music and pings, coming from one of the rooms at 

the far end. She figured someone was in the rec room, playing at the 

old pinball machine or even at one of the video game consoles. It 

wouldn't be the first time. In the first month Emma stayed at Humble 

Oaks, one of the residents, Olivia, set up a console and held an 

impromptu Guitar Hero night. The following night Scott, who used 

to be in a band, brought his acoustic guitar in from his room to treat 

anyone who would listen "to some real music." Although she just sat 

and watched the others play, using her arthritis as an excuse, Emma 

thought that night could have been the beginning of her having a bit 

of a social life, but these occasions fizzled out when Olivia got sick 

and left for a facility that would accommodate the level of care that 

she needed.  

 Ordinarily she avoided the rec room, feeling it was too soon 

after Olivia’s departure to try scooching in on any game nights, or 

trying to hold one for herself. But despite herself, Emma stood at the 

corner of the door and peered in. It was just Ashton in there, playing 

alone, cocooned in a baggy black hoodie. Everyone else had probably 

gone to bed by this hour. He was really going at it, too, pulling the 

controller almost to his shoulder, his thumbs jabbing away at the 

buttons. Watching him sparked a memory within Emma of her own 

grandmother, a sunny afternoon when against the older woman’s 

protestations to go outside and enjoy the nice weather Emma begged 

her to play one of her adventure video games with her. She thought 

she would enjoy the unique storyline and the cheerful fantasy world 

in which Emma spent hours and hours running around just in the year 
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she got it. But no matter how she tried to explain the controls to her 

grandma, she couldn’t grasp the concept. Occasionally her grandma 

would push at the joystick to make her character move forward an 

inch or two, but then would stop, and ask Emma what happened next. 

In hindsight Emma wondered if she wasn’t just trying to make an 

excuse for them to go outside together, and she didn’t quite blame 

her.  

Her heart quivered. How many years had passed since she 

last saw her? When she looked back, it didn’t feel like it was so long 

ago, when really it was more than half a century in the past, in a 

completely different world. What would she think of the old woman 

her granddaughter had become? If she were to look deeper at her 

reflection in the mirror, past her mother's features she slowly took on, 

the little button of her nose that slowly grew more bulbous over the 

years, the lines around her thinning lips like a Cupid’s bow being 

whittled away by time, would her grandmother start to come to the 

surface? Just by looking in the mirror, could she glimpse someone 

she thought she would never see again?  

 “I see you there,” Ashton croaked. Emma looked at the 

screen, and even though her vision was a little blurry, she could tell 

by the layout of the screen and bright colors that he was playing 

Mario Kart. Her eyes scanned for a hidden enemy or a Blue Shell or 

something unsavory he had scoped out. But instead, he turned to face 

her, pulling down his hood so she could see the wavery little grin on 

his near nonexistent lips. “I see you there,” he repeated. “You wanna 

join?” 

 Emma stepped forward from behind the paneling, over the 

threshold to the door. She thought about making an excuse about how 

it was past her bedtime, but sleep couldn't have been further from her 

mind. She couldn't remember the last time anybody asked her to play 

a video game with them.  

 Ashton paused the game and exited the race as she took the 

open seat next to him on the couch, then clicked through a few more 

menus to set the game to two player mode. Once they were back to 

the select screen, he reached forward and handed the controller to 

Emma. “First choice," he said.  
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 "Oh, how kind of you," Emma replied, a coy smile creeping 

across her lips.  

 When she cycled through the screen and clicked on Shy Guy, 

Ashton arched an eyebrow. “Shy Guy?” 

 Emma shrugged. "I liked ghosts a lot as a kid. I always 

picked him. He’s so cute and looks kind of spooky." 

 Ashton took a little more time, cycling through the selection 

of characters at least twice before finally landing on Princess Peach.  

 "Princess Peach?" Emma asked, mirroring Ashton's eyebrow 

lift. 

 "I always thought princesses were pretty." 

 As they waited for the race arena to load up, Emma 

refamiliarized herself with the buttons and joysticks of the controller 

in her hands. “If you really want to speed up, you have to hold down 

the A button while pushing the joystick,” Ashton said as the sunny 

racetrack appeared on the screen. 

 “I remember,” Emma replied, readying her thumbs over the 

respective buttons, the screen pinging out curvy white letters: 

“3…2…1…GO!” 

 And with that, they were off, bumping past each other down 

the digital racetrack. After the first lap, she cycled through her power-

ups and made her character toss a banana peel behind her, right into 

Ashton’s path, sending his character careening in circles. “Hey!” 

When she looked at him, there was an exaggerated frown on his face, 

and she was surprised to feel the smile on her face almost hurting the 

corners of her mouth.  

 As they dashed down the racetrack, she wondered what kind 

of a kid he was when he first started playing. If he was a casual gamer 

who played with his brothers but spent most of his time outdoors or 

on the ball court. If he shut himself inside either alone or with other, 

nerdy friends and spent hours every day playing. “Do you remember 

how you got into video games?”  

 Ashton leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he zeroed in 

on the game, the action on the screen reflecting off the lenses of his 

glasses. "It was my brother Owen," he mused. “He started me on 

gaming. He bought my first games when I was seven for Christmas. 
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We spent all that day playing together. We'd get stuck on the same 

levels and just waste time making our characters jump on each other's 

heads and laughing until Mom called us up for turkey." 

 Emma tried to gauge by his tone whether Owen was still 

around or not. He didn't sound overly emotional, but his voice 

sounded far away. "That's funny. My big sister got me into gaming 

around the same time, too." 

 "What'd you all play?" he asked. When Emma was younger, 

even though lots of guys were cool with her playing, she always had 

that sneaking suspicion that someone would suggest that she and her 

sister just played house, digital edition, or one of the old Barbie video 

games. Sometimes they did. People got better as she got older, but 

there were always jerks around. He, however, seemed genuinely 

curious. 

 "Mostly the Sims, a few movie tie-in games, Mario of 

course. We tried playing Zelda but I got freaked out by the giant 

spider monster and hid behind the couch and watched her beat the 

rest of it."  

 "Well, I don't tell a lot of people this, but when my brother 

and I played some of our old games, the Game Over music would 

freak me out so much that I wouldn't pick up the game for months 

afterward, knowing I'd fail again. Literal months. These weren’t even 

horror games." The way he talked reminded Emma of her father, how 

he would tell stories, how his pace grew slower as he got older while 

remaining no less animated, lulling Emma deeper into the story, 

taking her back in time with him to memories of her that she had 

never considered from his perspective. He scratched the back of his 

head, through the sparse bristles of what remained of his white hair. 

"I don’t know why I’m so embarrassed. There aren't really a lot of 

people to tell anymore." 

 Emma thought about the contacts list in her phone, the only 

numbers left those of her two remaining acquaintances and the 

remaining members of her family. She felt something in her heart 

quiver again. "Ashton..." 

 He waved his hand in blithe dismissal. "Just call me Ash, I 

fucking hate Ashton.” The word 'fuck' coming from his mouth was a 
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bit jarring. Although swear words were occasionally dropped by 

residents and staff alike at the home, they were seldom tossed into 

conversation so casually.  

 But it wasn't as jarring as what Emma caught on the screen 

next: a small, blue object covered in spikes rocketing down the track, 

headed directly for her character. Her mouth dropped open. "You did 

NOT just Blue Shell me!" she shouted, tossing the controller down 

in her lap, as her character spun in a dazed circle in place, unable to 

move.  

 Ash just shook his head, a smug look on his face. "All's fair." 

 Emma scowled and crossed her arms, waiting as she watched 

Ash's character speed along the racetrack, gaining on her character 

frozen in their little buggy of a car. In moments he would be in first 

place instead. "All's fair, but you're still evil," she said out of the 

corner of her mouth as Ash passed her, laughing through his nose. 

When the effects of the Blue Shell wore off, her character picked up 

and began to move again. She gained on Ash until they were almost 

neck and neck, headed for the black and white checkerboard of the 

finish line, an inch or two’s distance from each other as they crossed 

over.  

 The words YOU WON!! burst out of the screen, Emma’s 

character jumping for joy as Ash's character hung her head in defeat. 

 Ash beamed at her and presented her with the knuckles of 

his right fist. "Good game!" 

 Obliging, Emma curled her fingers to a fist and tapped her 

knuckles to his. It took her a little longer than it would normally for 

her to uncurl them. "I think I need a break," she groaned, flexing her 

fingers and rubbing at her knuckles. Maybe her grandma hadn’t been 

making excuses at all. She knew video games were hard on her 

arthritic hands, but she thought she’d be able to get through more than 

just one game.  

 "That sucks," Ash said, a frown creasing his already heavily 

lined forehead, his fingers straying to the knuckles of his other hand 

in sympathy. 

 Emma let out a small laugh. "Happens to the best of us.” Her 

gaze fell into her lap as she continued to work at her fingers, flexing 
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them to try and get them to loosen up. “It's strange. When I was a kid 

I couldn’t imagine all of us old and gray, like our grandparents, or 

even our parents, hunched over our bingo sheets or our Mary Higgins 

Clark novels." 

 Ash gave her a blank look. "I don't think I've ever heard of 

her." 

 Emma shrugged. "She was more our grandparent’s 

generation. Think Gone Girl before Gone Girl was a thing.”  

 “So, Gone Girl for Boomers?” 

 A cackle burst through Emma, and she had to take a moment 

to catch her breath. “Yes. I think. I never read Mary Higgins Clark. I 

only read the back covers of my mom’s old copies.” She paused. She 

couldn’t remember the last time she had bantered with somebody like 

this, either. “But all of those things seem to belong to a different 

world. I mean, can you imagine playing bingo?” 

 “Maybe in elementary school for Halloween or Christmas or 

some other holiday. I don’t know.” He held out a hand, indicating the 

paused screen, Emma’s character still cheering in midair. “I guess 

this is our bingo.” 

 She sighed. “All the years seem to get shorter as they pass. 

Shorter than ever. Looking back, it feels like I wasted so much time 

doing nothing but playing games as a kid.” 

 Ash said nothing at first. She wondered if she had the right 

to take the conversation in this direction. In fact, it seemed stupid now 

that she said it. She had no idea how much time Ash had left. She had 

no idea if he had survived anything, if he might be fighting something 

that she didn’t know about. Olivia had seemed fine…until it turned 

out she wasn’t. Some of these problems didn’t come up until a fifth 

or tenth conversation with people around here, or sometimes never. 

But he placed his controller on the sofa, unfazed, resting his elbow 

on the arm rest. “But you enjoyed playing them, didn’t you?”  

 Emma thought, and as she thought she studied Ash’s face, 

wondering what parts of him grew to resemble his parents over time, 

and in which ways. She wondered what things he might have 

accomplished as a young man, the dreams he had as a child, things 

he wanted to do with the time he had left, whether he could do these 
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things or not. She wondered if he would ever share these things with 

her, or if he was the type who smiled and didn’t talk about things like 

that. "Well...if I could do it differently, I'd spend a little less time 

gaming so much. I'd still do it, but I'd go find other things to do, too."  

 It wasn’t that Emma hadn’t done other things with her time, 

things she had wanted to do, from visiting Ireland and Japan to 

getting to participate at a Renaissance Faire in the next town over 

every year with Sam, until it was just her dressed up in her velvet and 

headdresses mingling with all the new faces come to experience the 

spectacle. But looking back, she remembered spending more of her 

time being sad or stressed out, and less of it doing the things she really 

loved. Only now was she realizing how little time she had had then. 

She didn’t usually let her mind go there, but there really was so much 

she hadn't gotten around to doing that she had wanted to. It felt as 

though she had so much time back then, even if it seemed to have 

passed so quickly. Looking back, the years that she and Sam had 

together in particular seemed so short, and they spent almost three 

decades together before he got sick. Meanwhile, the time she had was 

now almost up, and the physical potential that came with her youth 

was gone, where now she could barely play a video game or use the 

elliptical machine in the gym without hurting.  

 As though hearing her thoughts, Ash cut in, "But your life 

doesn't have to be over. It might be harder, but it’s not like you have 

to just give up. There are plenty of things you can do. No one has to 

stop you.” 

 Emma let Ash’s words sink in. That wasn’t necessarily true. 

Years and years before, she had wanted to work at a haunted house, 

but after daydreaming about it and talking about it with people for 

some time, a coworker told her about how her daughter got punched 

in the face by a customer who got scared and panicked. Emma never 

understood why anyone would do something so reckless, knowing 

that they were visiting a haunted house so people could scare them. 

But after hearing this story she decided to fold up that dream and 

place it in a drawer somewhere deep in her mind to pull out and 

remember occasionally during the Halloween season, but to move on 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 28 

from otherwise. She supposed working at the circus wouldn’t be 

much different with all the hazardous, death-defying stunts, either.  

 But even though she had to take breaks for her hands and 

other joints, she could still do quite a few things. She did still use the 

elliptical machine from time to time as a challenge, even though 

overusing it would make it difficult to move, her knees and elbows 

creaking painfully. She just opened herself up to playing video games 

with someone for the first time in ages, probably since her children 

had been young, even though her hands hurt and if she continued too 

long her eyes would probably start hurting from the glare, too. And 

despite all the losses she faced over the years, she wanted to know 

more about this person who just ran a race with her, regardless of how 

much time he may or may not have left. She hadn't even been sure 

that she would have a friend to trade stories with, to share secrets 

with, to play video games with, ever again. To imagine the other 

things she could do again…  

 So she would have to take precautions. So what? There were 

still things that she wanted to do. It was like Ash had said: no one 

would have to stop her. If someone tried, she’d find a way around 

them. She was still in relatively good health despite the falls she 

sustained. And she wasn’t incompetent or inexperienced. She used to 

help behind the scenes at the community theater productions…when 

October came around she could volunteer at a nearby haunted house 

to run the fog machines or work the lighting away from people. Or 

maybe, if other people at Humble Oaks were willing, she could start 

a little circus here, for everyone to step up and show each other their 

hidden talents…maybe even to discover some of their own they 

hadn’t realized. There wasn’t anything stopping her, just hurdles to 

overcome.  

 Emma checked the clock in the corner of the wall. 9:31 p.m. 

It was a little late to start such grand plans right now. But until then, 

there might be time left for other kinds of adventures. The pain in her 

fingers having subsided, she picked up the controller and turned to 

Ash. “Got time for another game?” 

 Ash unpaused the screen, and he winked at her, mischief 

flickering across the wrinkles of his face like a map of experience, 
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weathered, but ready for a new adventure, wherever the winds might 

take them.  
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The Enchanted Stall 
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 Hollander didn’t expect his morning break to be any 

different than usual. Coffee from the machine in the lobby, a visit to 

the restroom, and back to work. No big deal. And when the deviation 

presented itself, it was a bagatelle, a trifle, hardly worth a moment’s 

thought. But he did give it that much—and his decision would change 

everything.  

 Ordinarily, he used the first of four stalls in the company 

men’s room. With an actual wall to one side, it afforded him more 

privacy than the middle two. The far enclosure was similarly 

advantaged, but that one had been broken for as long as he could 

remember. Today, however, the OUT OF ORDER sign was 

conspicuously removed, and Hollander—feeling adventurous—had 

elected to try it out.  

 Once ensconced, he’d inspected his venue with a critical eye. 

Should its ambience prove superior to that of Old Reliable, there was 

certainly no reason not to switch. But for all intents and purposes, 

they were identical: both were painted the same, blah, industrial blue, 

comparably lit, and even defaced with equivalent graffiti. (Efforts 

had been made to eradicate this latter, but it was hopeless, like 

shooing flies from your picnic lunch.) Between his Oxfords were the 

familiar two-tone ceramic tiles, set in a random pattern. He had 

learned that by forming these into well-known structures—Grand 

Central, say, or the Eiffel Tower—the boredom of confinement could 

be partially mitigated. Better in this regard was a magazine, and best 

of all a paperback novel—providing its storyline were as far removed 

from tax returns and balance sheets as creatively feasible. His current 

read, which he extracted now from a pocket of his sport jacket, was 

a yellowing whodunit from the used-book store. About to dive in, he 
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realized that he wasn’t exactly comfortable. The seat beneath him 

was cockeyed or something, and as he tried to center himself, his 

elbow struck the flush lever. 

 “Darn,” he grumbled, at a spritz of cold water. And then 

came… 

 …the Voice. “Greetings, Squire,” it said.  

 Hollander jerked his head around to a man beside him. He 

grabbed for his pants, but they were already up. Next he discovered 

that he was no longer seated, but standing—outside—in a field of 

grass. 

 “Greetings,” the man repeated. He was short and trim, with 

long blonde hair and bright blue eyes. He stood with his legs apart 

and arms akimbo, in black leotards, a scarlet blouse, and a three-

quarter length cape that fluttered about him in the breeze. “It’s quite 

alright. Newcomers are often startled at first, but you are entirely safe 

here, I assure you.”  

 Hollander found his tongue. “Who the cluck are you?” 

 “I am Porcelino, the crown prince.” He stepped forward to 

offer a hand. The ring finger sported a ruby the size of a pearl onion. 

Hollander gawked at it.  

 “Ah, yes. The Regal Stone. A duplicate of my poor father’s, 

wherever he might be.” 

 A giggle drew their attention to a nearby conifer. A face 

appeared and was gone again: peek-a-boo. The prince chuckled. 

“Come on out, Tinkles. Out, now, and show yourself.” From behind 

the tree sprang an even smaller man—or no, a creature—a man’s 

body, but with the enormous head of a squirrel, glistening brown eyes 

and buckteeth. It walked upright, but precariously—as if all fours 

were the normal mode—in lederhosen, over a pelt of reddish fur. As 

Hollander watched, it covered its eyes shyly with a paw. 

 “This is Tinkles, the messenger,” said the prince. “It is he 

who informed me of your presence here today.” 

 “B—but,” stammered Hollander. He felt as though a high-

voltage charge were arcing between his earlobes. “Where am I? 

And—how did I get here?” 
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 “You are in the kingdom of Söoerland. A place far removed 

from the one you know. As to how you got here, I’m afraid that 

process remains a mystery. My people put great store in magic, and 

there’s a touch of that to be sure. I can tell you that you managed, by 

whatever means, to access…the Vortex.” At the sound of the word, 

squirrel-boy buried his face in the prince’s cloak. “There, there, 

Tinkles. It’s alright, son. 

 “You see Squire, the Vortex is a kind of portal between our 

two worlds. Nobody knows how it works, exactly; only that people 

can pass through it without warning, and in either direction.” 

 Hollander stared numbly at these apparitions, then beyond 

them at a huge stone castle looming in the distance. A rider was 

approaching from that direction. And as it drew closer, he saw that it 

was a dark-haired woman in white finery atop a majestic steed, locks 

trailing out in a gorgeous banner. The others turned to look. “It is 

indeed your lucky day, my friend. First you meet the prince of the 

realm, and now you shall greet his sister.” A squeal of delight escaped 

Tinkles.  

 When the horse had drawn to a halt and its rider dismounted, 

Hollander’s jaw fell. If before he’d been soaring through levels of 

bewilderment, tethered to earth by a gossamer thread, that thread was 

now snipped with a golden scissors, and the breaths of angels and 

cherubs wafting him ever higher into the void. For striding his way 

was quite simply the loveliest woman he had ever laid eyes upon. 

“Squire,” said the prince, “may I present to you Phloe, princess of 

Söoerland.” She closed the space between them, enveloped him in a 

ravishing scent, cradled his face in her hands, and kissed him full on 

the lips. He rapped his heels together blissfully as a dog might wag 

its tail, but then she was drifting away again like a boat departing the 

dock—  

 “Don’t go!” he shouted, lunging forward… 

 …to slam against a closed steel door.  

 “You alright in there?” 

 Hollander looked around him at the familiar blue walls. 

“Yeah,” he spluttered at last. “Thanks. I’m fine.”  
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* * * 

 

 Reaching absently for the coffee, Hollander knocked it over. 

A mad scramble ensued as he rushed to save his documents. Only 

then did he notice Freddy Fellows’ pasty face, smirking from the 

opposite cubicle. He grabbed a pencil and winged it at him; it hit the 

divider and fell to the floor. Someone in pinstripes picked it up.  

 “Problems, Richard?” asked DeWitt, bearing a mirthless 

grin. 

 Hollander aped it. “Oh, no, sir. Thank you, sir.” When the 

boss had gone, he gave Freddy the finger. Then he turned back to his 

computer, determined to get some work done.  

But it was no use. The Question blocked all progress like a mountain 

in the path of a railroad; something to be blasted away with ton after 

ton of TNT. But he only had a firecracker. And no matches. 

 He’d nodded off and had a dream. That had to be the answer. 

He’d never fallen asleep before in the john, but there was a first time 

for everything. And they only took a second, so even if it seemed like 

longer, that was just an illusion. So there it was. He’d just had a silly 

dream is all: Q. E. D. 

 

* * * 

 

 Fruit pies beckoned from a lighted case. The guy in the 

baseball cap was munching his daily burger, while waiters passed in 

and out of the kitchen like a relay team. In short, the diner was as it 

always was when he turned up there for dinner—a thirty-year-old 

bachelor, presently between girlfriends. (Way between, he noted 

glumly.) 

 A soccer match was commencing on TV. But instead of the 

players, Hollander envisioned a beauty on horseback, breasts abob in 

a clutch of satin and tresses flying in ravishing waves…  

 “Meatloaf no good?” 

 “Oh, no, Gretchen, it’s fine. Just not very hungry tonight.” 

 “How about dessert? A nice slice of pie, maybe?” 
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 He shook his head. “Just the check, please. Going home to 

hit the sack early. This’ll sound nuts, but—did you ever have a dream 

so nice you wanted to get back into it?” 

 “Yeah, once,” she said. “In Atlantic City. But I sobered up.”  

 

* * * 

 

 It advanced with a maddening deliberation, like the minute 

hand of a watch. It was the minute hand of his watch. Hollander had 

checked it so many times now that the image was seared onto his 

retinas. Finally, he pushed the chair back and stood up. Nine-

eighteen: time for a break.  

 Instead of the usual coffee fix, today he passed right by the 

machine and strode—chin-up and resolute—to the can. Entering the 

first stall, he shut the door and settled in. Nothing was going to 

happen, of course, he understood that. Nothing out of the ordinary, 

anyhow. And yet, much as he tried to resist it, he couldn’t suppress a 

certain frisson. A feeling that, maybe, just maybe... He took out his 

paperback and began to read. Polishing off one page, he started down 

the next. But soon he became aware that he was only skimming the 

words with no comprehension, and stealing glances left and right— 

 He slammed the book shut. It hadn’t been a dream, darn it! 

He’d been there! He’d touched her! But, why? How? There had to be 

a key, a triggering mechanism of some sort. He didn’t have a clue 

what it was, but he did know one thing: if it had happened once, it 

could happen again. And he very much wanted it to happen again. 

C’mon, now, Rich; you’re a college boy—think! Rub two brain cells 

together!  

 Dropping his gaze to the floor tiles, landmarks emerged to 

greet him like old friends. He reasoned across the Brooklyn Bridge, 

cogitated around the pillars of Stonehenge, and was ruminating up an 

Aztec pyramid when penny loafers appeared in the space below the 

door.  

 “Hey, Rich! You in there?”  

 It was Freddy. “What do you want?” 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 35 

 “Better come out. Dimwit’s been pacing around your cubicle 

for twenty minutes now.” 

 Twenty minutes? Ye gods! “O.K.,” he said. “Thanks.” 

 

* * * 

 

 “These are most impressive, Richard. Clearly you’re wasting 

your time with all this accounting nonsense.” It was a ledger pad, 

filled with grade-school quality sketches of castles and horses and 

something that looked like a rat in a Boy Scout uniform. He hadn’t 

dared to render Phloe. “Sorry to be so crass as to mention business, 

but there’s that trifling matter of the Bloomberg account. You 

remember. Our biggest client? Moving along on that, are we?” 

 “Well, uh—”  

 The smile collapsed. “Now, listen to me carefully, Richard. 

Today is Wednesday. You’ll have those books audited, annotated and 

on my desk by noon Friday, or you’ll be finger-painting on somebody 

else’s dime. Got it?” 

 Hollander gulped. “Got it, sir.” 

 

* * * 

 

 Lying awake for a second straight night, Hollander stared at 

the ceiling fan. It looked like a bug from a fifties’ horror movie, ready 

to pounce. He glanced at the clock: 4:15. If he went to sleep right this 

minute, he could still get almost three and a half—  

 Yeah, right; who was he kidding. After a sigh, he started in 

again, parsing every minute of the previous day. All the files he’d had 

open, all the calls that he’d made, every scratch, burp, yawn and 

wiggle he could dredge from a silted pond of memory. There had to 

be a detail, some crucial bit of minutiae that he’d overlooked—and 

then it was just there, like the name of that band you’d been trying to 

remember (Badfinger). 

 It was that stall. The one at the far end. He’d never used that 

one before yesterday—there had to be a link!  
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* * * 

 

 The cold light of morning put a new complexion on things. 

When Hollander actually examined the Bloomberg account and saw 

what it entailed, that complexion became a deathly pallor, brightened 

here and there by the rosy buboes of encroaching doom. Suddenly 

Xanadu, or whatever it was, seemed as remote and ethereal as a 

Kindergarten sing along. Bottom line: he had a week’s work to do in 

a day and a half, or he’d be scrounging empties for the mortgage 

money. Booting up his workstation, he squared his shoulders, took a 

deep breath, and dove in. 

 

* * * 

 

 It was ten-thirty before he answered a call of nature. 

Commencing sometime earlier as a mere whisper, it clamored now 

for attention like a Klaxon in a phone booth. He hit the men’s room 

door at a trot, flinging it wide to clear the old janitor’s waxy visage 

by a whisker. “Sorry, Rex!” he blurted, and, seeing the man was 

cleaning his normal haunt, hurried on down to the end. Then he was 

locked inside and wrestling his buckle like a skydiver with a tangled 

ripcord. He plunged onto the seat off balance, his palm mashing the 

handle… 

 …and was jolted every which way at once, as if he were 

riding a bucking bronco. His vision cleared, and he found he was 

riding a bucking bronco, holding on in white-knuckled terror as the 

great beast stamped and gamboled beneath him. Suddenly it shot 

forward and settled into a run, giving him time between spankings 

for a frantic look around. Shock arrived and dissipated in a bell-curve 

swoop; no chance for indulgence when a slip could break your neck. 

He was back in the kingdom, and surrounded by horses. But wait. 

Weren’t those—horns? He peered again at the equine skull bobbing 

before him, and saw that it too had a three-foot spire protruding from 

the crown. Oh, no—it couldn’t be. This was too much. And the riders! 

They weren’t—human. Next to him was the squirrel-boy, and in front 

a kangaroo, and darned if that fuzzy one wasn’t a marmoset— 
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 He looked ahead at the castle rushing up to them and a 

drawbridge lowering from immense, clanking chains, and as they 

crossed the moat (a moat!), he glanced down at a fellow in a dinghy 

with a blazer and skipper’s hat... 

 They tore through the courtyard at full speed, his efforts at 

braking having no effect whatever on the storybook quadruped 

between his thighs. Then it skidded to a halt of its own volition, 

launching him into the arms of a gap-toothed behemoth draped in 

animal skins. He struggled to free himself with all the efficacy of a 

bunny in a bear trap. 

 “Do not worry, Squire! Harry will not hurt you!” It was 

Tinkles, sounding as if he were speaking through a kazoo. But sure 

enough, the ogre set him down gentle as a feather before a vaulted 

door. It was only then that he noticed his own bold attire: purple 

blouse with billowing sleeves above skin-tight black breeches and an 

orange cod-piece, the only familiar apparel his trusty brown Oxfords. 

Now the big door swung open, and he was swept with the others into 

a great hall lighted by flaming torches. The scene they revealed was 

so bizarre that he didn’t know whether to soil himself or go blind. A 

table the length of a flatcar was heaped with food: baskets of 

pineapples and coconuts, mounds of un-shucked corn, and what 

looked like tubs of birdseed. Around this sat a menagerie of people, 

livestock, and missing links of every description, jabbering away in 

a haze of glottal gibberish. Behind them was a curtained archway 

with suits of armor to either side. The curtains parted and a figure 

emerged; Hollander recognized the little prince from his previous 

visit. He thought of Phloe then, and began a fervid search of the room. 

There was a woman facing away from him with a tumble of black 

hair atop alabaster shoulders, and when she turned, their eyes met for 

an electric instant— 

 “People of Söoerland,” intoned the prince. “I must interrupt 

our feast with ill tidings. The sentries report that within the hour, we 

shall face assault—yet again—from our most relentless tormentor. I 

refer, of course, to the insensitive, mean-spirited and wantonly 

homicidal Clench, Earl of Rimstayne, and his redoubtable Floaters!” 

A suck of breath set the torchlight aflicker. What did this mean? 
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thought Hollander. Were there about to be hostilities? Should he try 

to escape? But, how? And—what the heck was a Floater? 

 “I wish I could spare you, good subjects, from this dire fate. 

But, alas, I am powerless. Even as I was powerless to protect my own 

father, the king—” (All heads bowed as one to reprise: ‘The king...’) 

“—borne away by the earl’s evil ally,” and here he dropped his pitch 

to a disdainful growl, “the Wicked Wizard of Whoosh—”  

 A burst of light and a puff of smoke, and when it cleared 

there stood upon the tabletop a shrunken codger in tattered robes and 

a conical hat, with a scruffy beard, and a nose so long that it dimpled 

his upper lip. Cries of anguish filled the air.  

 “Did I hear my name?” screeched the wizard, and he began 

a sort of frenzied tap dance, chalices and silverware scattering all 

around him. “Banish him I did! Your beloved king! Into the Vortex! 

And I’d do the same with the lot of you—only I’m old and tired, and 

can’t remember the spell too clearly.” He stopped prancing now to 

stare down mournfully at his slippers. “But I do recall this one,” he 

shrieked, and stabbed a gnarled digit at a fellow in a nearby seat. 

There was a POP! and the man was gone—replaced by a salmon that 

flopped about like a fish out of water. “Hee-hee!” tittered the fiend. 

“Fish chowder on the menu, I see! And how about you, Master 

Tinkles? Would you care to join in the fun?” 

 A yelp escaped the squirrel-boy as the demon singled him 

out. He grabbed Hollander’s hand for protection, the POP! sounded 

again, and Hollander found himself holding a squirming catfish by 

the tail. “Nyahhh!” he yowled, tossing it into a punch bowl. POP! 

and kangaroo-man was a mackerel. POP! and a woman became a 

crappie, piscine countenance puckered in surprise. “And now for the 

great and noble Porcelino!” the villain roared, spinning to confront 

the defiant prince. As he drew a bead on the diminutive figure, 

Hollander dashed forward. Scooping a coconut from one of the 

baskets, he hurled it like a shot-putter going for the gold. There was 

a CRACK! as the missile connected with the wizard’s skull; he 

tottered for a moment like a statue of Lenin, then pitched headlong to 

the floor. 
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 Stillness reigned. Suddenly it was shattered with shouts of 

“Hoorah!” Hollander was hoisted into the air and spun like a 

pinwheel. “Harry Cheakes!” called the prince. “Set the squire down, 

lest he lose his lunch!” The hulk landed Hollander on the banquet 

table, where he staggered about drunkenly till a hand seized his own. 

It was Porcelino, and he wagged the limp appendage with fervor. “I 

can’t thank you enough, Squire! How ever did you summon the 

pluck?” 

 Hollander was giddy. “Well, your honor, I don’t really 

know. I’m not a violent man by nature—” 

 Another voice sliced through the din. “Harry Cheakes, lift 

me up to greet the squire.” He turned to see the princess rising fairy-

like to his side. “In the name of our kingdom,” she said with a flutter 

of lashes, “I thank you for your gallant deed.” She gave him a curtsy, 

and the room erupted in applause.  

Now the curtains parted anew, and something that looked like a six-

foot parrot capered into the hall. “Prince Porcelino!” it squawked. 

“The enemy is nigh! Soon they will be upon us!” Panic set in at once. 

Guests ran in all directions, slamming into the table and forcing 

Hollander and the princess to opposite sides. 

 “Harry Cheakes!” shouted the prince. “Open the armory 

posthaste, and distribute the royal weapons!” 

 The giant lumbered over to a cabinet, and snapped the 

padlock like a candy cane. Men began queuing behind him. Hollander 

swallowed hard, then proceeded to join the line. Heaven knew what 

lay ahead, but he would fight if he had to to protect Phloe, and yes, 

even these animal-cracker chums of hers. A wry smile tickled his lips. 

Here he’d spent decades avoiding risk: the safe job, the safe house, 

girlfriends who never got too close—and look at him now: barfed 

through the looking glass, and about to engage in hand-to-hand 

combat in some kind of fantasy-world sprung to life. A knot was 

forming in his throat when the bird returned with more heartening 

news.  

 “Sir! They’ve scaled the walls! They’re crossing the yard by 

the baker’s dozen!” 
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 Porcelino was beside himself. “Hurry Harry!” he enjoined, 

and the line shuffled faster. 

 Next it was Hollander’s turn: he was handed a spanking new, 

stout-handled—bathroom plunger? “Excuse me, sir, but are these all 

we have?” 

 “Yes, yes,” the prince told him impatiently. “The imperial 

halberds.” 

 Hollander shook his head, even as a terrible pounding began 

against the outer door. 

 “But—will they be effective? Against Clench and his men?” 

 “Effective? Against maces and broadswords? We’d be 

hacked to hamburger in the blink of an eye! No, Squire, there’s no 

thought of fighting; these weapons are ceremonial. We must flee, my 

friend, as fast as our pointy shoes shall carry us! To the tunnel!” he 

howled. “One and all! Run for it!” 

 Now the fireplace swung open to reveal a passageway big 

enough for a Mack truck. People poured into it as Hollander battled 

the tide, trying to reach Phloe. Beyond them, the great door began to 

shudder in its frame as a tremendous barrage was mounted upon it. 

When he was mere yards from the princess, her eyes widened and she 

stopped in her tracks. “Phloe, darling! Come along! To the tunnel!” 

 “Achilles!” she cried. “My hamster!” Hollander’s heart sank 

as she veered off toward the curtained arch. An instant later, the door 

gave way in a thunderous crash, and invaders began rushing through 

the breach. But they weren’t like any troops he’d ever seen before. 

They were— 

 Toads, actually. Toads the size of frogmen, advancing with 

hideous, awkward strides that made wet slapping sounds on the stone 

flooring. And in front, worst of all, ugly amongst uglies, loped 

Clench, Earl of Rimstayne, a mighty green blob with orbs the size of 

basketballs, swinging a spiked club to smash anything within reach.   

 Harry Cheakes stood guard at the fireplace, motioning 

stragglers to safety. Hollander panned from tunnel to archway; there 

was time enough to reach only one—he ran for the arch. At the 

curtain, he paused for a final glimpse of the hall. A squad of Floaters 

was assailing Cheakes; he took up a bench and felled the lot of them 
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like so many bowling pins. Then he too was in the tunnel and pulling 

the facade closed behind him. There was confusion amongst the 

amphibians until Clench spotted Hollander, and thrust the club in his 

direction. “Splomph!” he spat, and the toads surged forward. 

 Hollander ducked behind the drapes. He found himself in a 

circular anteroom with three doors at the compass-points. Darting to 

the center one, he yanked it open, then raced to the rightmost, entered 

and shut the door behind him. He put an ear to the wood to listen. 

Sure enough, he could hear his pursuers slurping across to the decoy. 

Now he bounded up the spiral staircase, praying he’d made the 

correct decision. At the head of the steps, another door—this one 

bolted—barred his way. Thrashing about anxiously, he thought he 

detected a womanly whimper. “Phloe? Is that you? Let me in!” 

 A jiggle of latches, and she was in his arms. “Oh, Squire,” 

she sobbed. “We’re doomed! Doomed!” She gestured with a hamster 

toward the window; Hollander looked out on a courtyard packed with 

toads. “First things first. Is there another way out of here?” But even 

as she pointed, the door burst open into the room. And there, framed 

in the threshold, huffing and puffing and bristling with warts, tunic 

awash in mud and ichor (his normal state), stood Clench, Earl of 

Rimstayne, great club aquiver at his side. The monster took one pie-

eyed glance at the princess, and commenced to drool like an 

overflowing bucket. In the next moment he was plodding her way. 

 Hollander stepped between them. Taken aback by such 

effrontery, the toad let fly with an oath. “Glurmph!” it sounded like 

he said. When he continued forward Hollander reared the plunger like 

a bat, and Clench paused again. The animal considered the weapon, 

and if it’s possible for a toad to chortle, this one did so. Then it 

directed a terrible blow at Hollander’s head. Hollander ducked and 

the club smashed the hamster cage from its perch. In a smooth follow-

through it came again; Hollander leaned back as the spikes grazed his 

jersey. On and on it went: the toad hacking and Hollander leaping 

clear, the furniture annihilated piece by piece. Hollander knew that 

his luck couldn’t hold; sooner or later the club would connect, and 

then— 
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 When it whisked by him next, he jabbed with the plunger. It 

stuck to the toad’s snout like a death mask. For the first time, a look 

of uncertainty clouded his eyes. Dropping the bludgeon, he grabbed 

the wooden handle and tried to detach the cup. But Hollander kept 

pushing, and soon they were circling the chamber like dancers at a 

lunatic ball. Hollander pushed harder to increase their speed, and at 

just the right moment—let go. Clench staggered rearward, caught the 

edge of the windowsill and tumbled out. There was a spine-tingling 

wail and a splat far below. 

 The lovers rushed to embrace. He was trying to quell her 

tears (a hamster mewling at his eardrum), when Floaters came 

storming in from either side, swords drawn. This time, there would 

be no escape. Hollander and bevy stood toe to toe when a particularly 

foul-smelling specimen parted blubbery lips to speak: “Oo chull 

glunk!” he asserted, for which Hollander was none the wiser. The 

next croaker was kind enough to interpret. “He says you’ve killed 

Clench, old boy. Never liked the chap, none of us did. Bit of a swine, 

really. Good show.” He extended a three-toed extremity and, 

flabbergasted, Hollander shook it.  

 “Oh, Squire!” gushed the princess. “You’re a hero!”  

 “A hero,” he repeated dreamily, clacking his heels in 

rapture... 

 ...and a knob was at his fingertips, so he slid it back and 

opened the door. But he could only take baby-steps. Blinking in a 

gathering sentience, he found himself in the restroom with his pants 

around his ankles—and he was not alone. Rex, the janitor, was 

scrubbing the sinks not ten feet away from him. He retreated quietly 

and closed the door. Emerging again, he went over to wash his hands.  

 “Ah, Mr. Hollander. How are we today, sir?” 

 Hollander would have spoken, but his gaze had fallen to the 

hand that held the scrub brush—and a ruby the size of a pearl onion.  

 

* * * 

 

 A feeling of separation. Like there’s a pane of glass between 

you and the world, and it’s smeared with chicken fat. That’s how it 
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was for Hollander as he sat zombie-like for the rest of the workday, 

drove to the diner through a riot of red lights and honking horns, and 

ended up in bed—where it felt like he were floating. But not in water; 

in some viscous black ooze that would suck him down like a 

mastodon if he rolled the wrong way. But which way was right? 

 

* * * 

 

 At eleven o’clock, Mr. DeWitt passed by the cubicle. 

Hollander was hunched over his papers, as he had been all morning. 

The boss rapped knuckles on the metal frame until he looked around. 

“My office at twelve o’clock sharp, Richard.”  

 “Right, sir. Noon it is.”  

 

* * * 

 

 At eleven forty-five, Freddy said in a stage whisper, “Hey, 

Rich! A quarter till! Time flies when you’re having fun, huh?” He 

peeked across the aisle, but saw only a white shirt-back. Then Rex 

rolled by with his cleaning cart, and Hollander was up and after 

him—almost as if he’d been waiting for just that moment.  

 Had he made the deadline? Freddy had to know. He didn’t 

want to see Rich fired, exactly—though that could well mean a 

promotion. He scurried across to the other desk. But, what was this? 

He didn’t even have the books open! There were only drawings of—

unicorns. Unicorns everywhere! He rubbed his chin. Something fishy 

was going on here… 

 

* * * 

 

 When Freddy entered the restroom, Rex was filling the towel 

dispenser, and Rich—Rich was sneaking up behind him, as if to— 

 Hollander grabbed the old man in a bear hug and lifted him 

off his feet. “Sorry about this, Sire, but I know you don’t remember, 

and I have to get you back.” He carried his struggling charge into the 

last stall. The door banged shut; there was a scuffle, a flush, and 
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Hollander appeared alone. Hopping on one foot, he slipped off a shoe, 

then the other. “Here, Freddy, catch!” His co-worker ducked as they 

hurtled his way. “Those are what brought me back, just like Dorothy! 

Only figured it out last night! Well, give my regards to Dimwit—and 

enjoy that promotion!” He shuffled sideways into the stall, and the 

door closed again. Another whoosh echoed from the walls, and then 

there was only…silence. 

 Freddy crept forward like he were crossing a minefield. 

Dredging deep in a shallow pool of courage, he peered beneath the 

compartment door. What he saw there would lead to a lifetime of 

therapy.  
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A New Beginning at the End of the Songs 
 

by Amy Piro Chambers 

 

 

 

 

 

Jen braced herself for a blast of music. The last time she was 

at the Blue Moon the band sounded like it included a jackhammer. 

As she stepped inside, instead, a sinuous beat pulsating against a 

melodic line wound itself into her head. Captivating. She looked 

around. Sarah and the gang had snagged a table up front. She joined 

her friends, but the music was too loud for talking. Catching the eye 

of the nearest waiter, she pointed to Sarah’s beer.  

They’d heard that a couple of kids from the university were 

playing in the band, so had decided to check it out. The music was 

gripping. She’d not expected anything this good. The lead singer had 

a strong voice and some interesting moves. Astonished, she realized 

the back-up singer was Jonathan from her biology lab. A shy guy, 

she’d never given him much thought. She knew he was a premed 

major, so he was smart, and, as she scrutinized him further, she 

realized he wasn’t bad looking.  

The waiter slapped down a frothy beer. She sipped its 

satisfying bitterness and watched the stage where the lead singer was 

finishing his line. Then, the back-up singer, her Jonathan, did a little 

solo. What a voice that boy had. Who would guess? Its fine melodic 

timbre curled itself into her being.  

The lead then took over, and Jonathan went back to playing 

guitar. As his eyes swept over the audience, he saw her. She clapped 

her hands together in a few silent claps. He gave her the slightest of 

nods. As he sang the harmony, she heard only his voice. In the next 

piece, he had a longer solo, and this time when he went back to 

playing guitar, he looked at her with curiosity as though wondering 

how she liked that. She raised her glass of beer in a silent toast, and 

he tried not to smile. 
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The applause for that number was beginning to fade, when 

Jonathan’s arresting voice commanded the stage. He was at the mic, 

now the lead. Jen swayed to the music. He kept looking at her, singing 

to her. His voice ended the song with a husky resonance that corralled 

her heart. The audience erupted into applause. She didn’t care what 

anybody thought. She stood up and clapped hard, giving him a 

standing ovation of one. He beamed.  

When the set ended, Jonathan caught her eye and nodded to 

the side, inviting her back stage. She shrugged her shoulders and 

rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop smiling. When he inclined his head 

to the side again, grinning, she couldn’t resist. She threw some bills 

on the table and headed backstage.  
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Prudence 

 

By Chloe de Lullington 

 

 

 

 

 

 “It’s a little girl!” 

 The words meant little, as they drifted through the window 

on a sticky summer’s day, to the seven-year-old on the carpet. Barbie 

had just caught Action Man cheating with the Betty Spaghetty doll, 

for one thing; the culmination of a three-hour slow burn narrative, its 

creator could not be swayed from her afternoon’s endeavours. It was 

another two hours before she properly realised she had a cousin. 

 

* * * 

 

 “We’re going to see her tomorrow.”  

 She pushed the mash into a sludgy gravy-soaked mess with 

a distinct lack of enthusiasm and dissected the sausage, peeling its 

paper-thin skin, translucent and oily, from the meat, smearing it 

across the plate. Her father was sipping a cold beer with the time-

honoured serenity of the off-the-clock office worker, her mother 

gazing dreamily out the open window as the sun began its soft 

descent.  

 Her cousin was three days old, and she had already forgotten 

she existed.  

 “Are you excited to see her?” 

 “Who?”  

 “Oh, don’t do that! Just eat it, you like sausage.” 

 “I don’t.” 

 “Your baby cousin.” 

 “You do! We had this conversation in Safeway.” 

 “What’s she called?” 

 “It’s just one sausage, Jem.” 
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 “That’s a funny name for a baby.” 

 “Oh, don’t encourage her.” 

 “She’s called Prudence. To be fair, that’s also a funny name 

for a baby.” 

 “David!” 

 “I’ve eaten most of it.” The tone turned wheedling as the 

sausage turned to mush in the gravy-sodden mash. 

 “You did great.” 

 “David!” 

 “Come on, let’s go get a yoghurt for pudding.” He was two 

beers down and genial with it; effortlessly, he lifted her from her 

chair, swooping her with a whooshing sound away from maternal 

disapproval and through to the kitchen. 

 “Why is Prudence a funny name for a baby?” 

 “It means ‘makes good decisions.’ Lot of pressure for a 

baby.” 

 

* * * 

 

 The house smelt different, and Jemima wrinkled her nose as 

she crossed the threshold, her hand firmly planted in her father’s. It 

used to smell of flowers, her auntie famed for the blooms that 

blossomed across every available surface; jugs of roses lined the 

kitchen windowsill and even the bathroom held an overwhelming 

aroma of seasonal foliage. Now, the windowsills were bare and all 

she could smell was chemical cleanliness and a strange milky 

undertone that made her gag. She politely swallowed down the acidic 

revulsion and smiled up at Uncle Paul. 

 “Hello,” she said. “Where’s the baby?” 

 There was a large wicker armchair in the living room, 

dappled with slatted spring sunlight. Jemima took her seat, creaking 

the wicker beneath rounders-bruised legs, and waited, arms out. 

 “This is Prudence,” said the proud new mother, and Jemima 

ignored her. The baby, shrivelled and rosy pink, had a puckered little 

mouth and a fine dusting of hair, and she was definitely, Jemima 

realised, the source of the weird milky scent. She gave no indication 
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of enjoying, disliking, or even noticing her transfer to the arms of her 

big cousin, swathed in sleepy milky neutrality, and Jemima respected 

it enormously. 

 “She’s very small, isn’t she?” 

 Uncle Paul chuckled. 

 “She is,” he agreed. “Dinky little girl.” 

 

* * * 

 

 The tenth birthday was a big one. The double digits weighed 

heavy on her mind, a discomfort no amount of cake and candles was 

going to shift. They invited all the family and some of the other 

people from church, and she watched them milling around in the 

garden.  

 “Jem!” 

 She was three, all chubby cheeks and fat ankles above lace-

trimmed white socks. Auntie May had fastened her into a frilled dress 

with some sort of inbuilt modesty bloomers that rendered her several 

decades out of time, and Jemima wondered if she could steal the little 

girl away and dress her in some of her old dungarees instead. It would 

never go down well—“little girls wear skirts, little boys wear 

trousers,” after all. Or, as Uncle Paul frequently quoted, “woman 

shalt not wear that which pertaineth unto a man.” Jemima liked the 

word pertaineth, but was decidedly less keen on Uncle Paul. Prudence 

would look a lot nicer in double denim, she just knew it. 

 “Hello, Pru!” 

 Fat little hands reached up expectantly, and Jemima felt a 

smile spread throughout her, starting at her cheeks and warming right 

down to her toes. She scooped the toddler to her hip, and Prudence 

plunged chubby fingers into her hair and clung on with bubbling 

giggles of uncomplicated joy.  

 She saw them growing up together, sitting in a flat on the 

seafront, best friends forever—boys be damned and Uncle Paul even 

more so. 

 It means ‘makes good decisions...’ 
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 “Gentle,” she said. “Don’t pull it.” The grip obediently 

relented. “Thank you. Do you want some cake?” 

 “Betty Scetty,” Prudence said.  

 “Oh, you want to play Betty Spaghetty?” Jemima’s eyes lit 

up. “Where did we get to last time?” 

 “Fighting.” 

 “Oh, that’s right! We started a gang war, didn’t we? Let’s go 

and get cake and then we can play.” 

 She strode out into the sunlight towards the gazebo, 

Prudence attached to her hip.  

 “She’s got the knack, hasn’t she? Getting the practice in for 

the next ten years,” remarked Uncle Paul. Jemima ignored him, but 

her face felt hot and her grip on Prudence tightened. Ten more steps 

to the cake, then twenty paces back to the house. Ten more years, 

then twenty of—what? Babies attached to her hip all hours of the 

day? There would never be a better baby than Pru, and even if there 

were, she didn’t want them. 

 “Can you not?” said David, mildly. “It’s her tenth birthday. 

We’re not raising her like that.” 

 They’d stopped going to church twice weekly; muffled 

arguments through the closed kitchen door, floating between creaky 

banisters, meant little to Jem. Words like “black sheep” and 

“albatross” meant even less. 

 “Has May told you we’re having another one?” said Paul.  

 

* * * 

 

 She turned in the pew as the door opened and the elfin figure 

emerged, coyly obscured beneath a veil. The aisle was long and 

narrow, each step a year, a step away from a seafront flat and 

freedom. Nineteen steps to the front culminating in the 

thirtysomething groom, gangly in his three-piece suit. The wedding 

march played, but it felt like a funeral. 

Jemima scrubbed a hand across her face as furious tears pricked the 

back of her eyes. 
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 Alongside her, a distant aunt smiled a benign and unknowing 

smile—it was nice when people wept at weddings, after all.  

It shouldn’t have come to this. 

I was so sure we’d break the cycle together. 

It means ‘makes good decisions.’ 

To love, honour and obey… 

It’s a little girl. 
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Luna Britannia 
 

By Meg Murray 

 

 

 

 

 

As her husband tried to convince her to relocate to the moon, 

Millie sat patiently at the dining table inside their London home. 

Oscar sat across from her with his youthful eyes peering up through 

bushy eyebrows, seeming to emulate the expression of her beloved 

dog, Bobbi, who’d been laid to rest in Hyde Park’s Pet Cemetery a 

year earlier.  

“Oh, Oscar, dear! How do we know the colony will be safe 

for wives and children?” 

Oscar stood up from the table. He stepped behind her chair, 

wrapped his thin arms around her narrow shoulders, and kissed the 

top of her head.  

“I promise you, my love, a hospital has already been 

established and other British families are emigrating to the colony as 

we speak. The latest lunar report showed progress has been made 

building a small schoolhouse!” 

“A school on the moon--can you imagine?” Millie's sense of 

adventure wasn't as keen as Oscar's, but she felt her heart quicken at 

the thought of being one of the first mothers of moon-born children.  

“I can imagine a school, a theatre, and a comfortable cottage 

for us. All very conducive to raising our future offspring.” Oscar 

knew her well, but she wondered if he inferred that her stress often 

issued from his own moods and worries, and not only from her 

struggle to conceive. 

“My mother suggested a ‘change of air,’ but I don’t think 

this is what she had in mind.”  

“It will be wonderful, Millie, undoubtedly. We must go. The 

discovery of a lunar lake is exactly the thing--my Lord, the very 

thing.” Oscar dropped himself back into a chair, leaning forward with 
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the urgency of his thoughts. “I've been waiting for an opportunity to 

combine hydroelectric power with photovoltaics. And to do it in the 

moon colony? Well, my name would be stamped in the history 

books.” 

Millie felt a tug in her chest as if the pull of the moon had 

already begun to lift her up and across the expanse of dark sky. As 

Oscar ran his fingers along his temples, she pondered if this could be 

the cure to his employment woes. She desperately wanted to help her 

husband find a state of contentment. 

“I suppose it would mean I'd be out from under my mother's 

thumb,” she said with an artful smile as she rose from the table and 

offered him her hand.  

“I thought that's why you married me?” Oscar stood and 

pulled Millie into a two-step spin, dancing her around the dining 

room. “Just to get away from your mother!” 

“Oh don't tease me, you fool! I'm about to agree to your lofty 

plan.” She knew his mind was racing with thought of the innovations 

he was trying to implement into the London system. Her heart 

swelled with hope. “Oscar, my love, if you feel that this career 

opportunity will truly make you happy, then we must go.” 

 

* * * 

 

The whirring of the steam-powered engines made it 

impossible for Oscar and Millie to converse during the first phase of 

their voyage to the moon. The ship creaked and vibrated while the 

couple sat strapped into the observation deck chairs along with the 

fifty other passengers and crew of the RMS Penumbra, the largest of 

the three Royal Moon Ships of the Lunar Star Line. It sparkled with 

sunlight reflecting off the photovoltaic panels needed to propel the 

ship after the steam engines boosted them into Earth’s upper 

atmosphere. 

They’d had three months to get their affairs in order and 

prepare for the relocation. Her mother was firmly set against it, but 

Millie supposed it was selfishness on her mother’s part that led to her 

bitter send off: “I'd say ‘Bon Voyage’ if my heart wasn't so broken!” 
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Millie shook away the memory of her mother and gazed out 

the large windows of the ship. Every person on board--besides the 

captain and his immediate crew--faced the view of the Dover space 

port where a crowd of onlookers waved to the violently rising ship. 

Much like the sendoffs of ocean liners, except with steam-powered 

rocket boosters at the start. And a ship that looked like a seafaring 

boat had been sawed in half and placed with its nose up. 

The figures on the ground shrank, reminding Millie briefly 

of the view from the top of the Ferris wheel at Earl’s Court. But the 

people continued to get smaller and she saw the edge of the land 

pummeled by the Channel’s waves. The White Cliffs rose above the 

water like a row of shining teeth belonging to some great leviathan 

rising from the deep. 

She felt lightheaded as she imagined having the aerial view 

of a seagull. Her seat trembled with the quaking of the ascending ship. 

She looked over at Oscar. Though the noise of a hundred roaring 

cyclo-rotors silenced him, she watched his mouth form the word 

‘fantastic’ and break into a broad smile. The entire experience felt 

worth it to her in that moment. 

There was a sudden jolt as the first of the steam turbine 

boosters broke away. She saw a red parachute open above the falling 

equipment and assumed it would be recovered from the Channel by 

one of the repurposed Royal Navy ships that lay dormant during this 

Pax Technologica, churning their paddlewheels like war horses 

stomping their hooves while Britain remained at peace with France. 

Somewhere in the city of Amiens, Jules Verne could look up to 

witness the figments of his imagination become real. Soon Millie 

watched both her homeland and the Continent fade out of sight.  

The skyfarers passed through layer upon layer of clouds. 

Millie contemplated the path that one’s soul might take upon death. 

She shuddered, not wishing to lose her corporeal form just yet. They 

rose above a final layer of thick clouds. In every direction, the 

bulbous white shapes replicated themselves cheerfully across the 

entire sky. She felt she could be looking into a clear, crisp lake on a 

summer day. The horizon appeared as stripes of gold and red, curving 
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to the edges of the observation window. Above the bright line, the 

blackness loomed.  

We shall cross this line soon to view the architecture of 

Heaven and defy God himself. Shall we survive? 

The worst part began. Millie briefly wondered if furious 

ethereal beings were shaking the ship, trying to tear it apart before it 

could break through the firmament above Earth. She wished to reach 

out to Oscar, to hold his hand for comfort, but she could barely focus 

on his face with all of the vibration, let alone move her hand. 

Please, Lord, if you see us through this... I will raise our 

children in your church. I’ll shield them from the knowledge of… of 

my blasphemous heart. I’ll be a devoted mother and wife. 

Even as she attempted the prayer--something she hadn’t 

done in many years--it felt meaningless. It brought her no strength as 

the rattling continued. 

I must endure it on my own. 

Before long, the ship broke through the edge of the 

atmosphere, settling into a calmer rhythm and sailing away from the 

planet. 

Millie’s eyes found Oscar’s and they both quietly shed tears 

of joy and fear and love. 

 

* * * 

 

The strange ability to drift through the ship presented new 

challenges for the women on board. Much to the dismay of some 

gentlemen passengers, many ladies had split the fabric in their 

walking skirts and fashioned ties around their knees and ankles to 

keep the clothing around each leg. The trend made the women appear 

clownish, and Millie hoped the moon colony would have sufficient 

seamstress supplies to meet their needs. 

Handrails along the corridors of the ship provided the 

necessary means for passengers to return to their cabins from the 

common areas. They were free to roam about now; bodies floating 

everywhere as if the ship were full of ghosts.  
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Millie and Oscar spent much of the first day in their cabin, 

adjusting to the odd setting. They found taking their afternoon tea 

was quite impossible. The room contained snug lounge seats attached 

to the walls and complete with belts over the blankets to restrain the 

sleepers within. Oscar gazed out of the cabin’s window at the distant 

stellar clusters and celestial orbs. While Millie shared some of her 

husband’s enterprising spirit--and had genuinely looked forward to 

her first passage through the sky--she was also prone to traveler’s 

sickness on ships of all sorts. It seemed that spaceships were no 

exception.  

She closed her eyes and tightened her fingers around Oscar’s 

forearm while she attempted to keep her dinner under control. The 

nausea was affecting her differently than it did on a sea voyage, and 

she began to suspect that there was more to her condition. It was 

perhaps too early to be certain, but she dreamed of welcoming her 

first child soon after settling on the moon. The idea of delivering a 

baby in the moon colony still sounded daft, but of course, people 

living on the moon at all was a Vernian fantasy from her childhood 

that she never imagined would come to fruition. The new 

photovoltaic advancements were wondrous and terrifying prospects, 

delivering them to the moon colony in just three days when a trip of 

that distance would take many months by seafaring vessel.  

 Oscar squeezed her fingers to prompt her to open her eyes. 

He pointed to the window with a childlike expression. She leaned 

over him and gasped at the sight of the blue sphere floating in space 

beyond the trails of mist dissipating underneath their ship. The 

Penumbra’s auxiliary light sails blossomed outside the cabin 

window, covering the impressive view of their former home, the 

planet Earth. 

 “Do you suppose the watchful eye of the Almighty is upon 

us?” he asked. 

 Millie gave a tepid smile in response, not courageous enough 

to let loose the answer in her mind: No. 

Oscar floated away through the cabin to a small desk that sat 

bolted to a wall. He unclipped a package secured to the desktop and 

began to review his work. Millie marveled at the intellect of her 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 57 

partner, the entrepreneurial engineer who was always planning, 

always imagining what could be invented next. She didn’t always 

know the terminology that he used when talking excitedly about his 

work, but he never made her feel inferior for her lack of 

understanding. There were plenty of men—and many of her former 

suitors—who spoke to members of her sex as if they were simple-

minded.  

Millie’s stomach reeled. She unbelted from the reclined seat 

and her body lifted into the air as if possessed. She struggled to the 

opposite side of the cabin where their luggage was secured. 

“Are you alright, my love?” 

 She shook her head. She unlatched the leather strap of her 

trunk and moved aside the packed toiletries to search in the bottles of 

herbs for the peppermint. She opened the small brown bottle and 

breathed the scent of the oil to ease her nausea. A bubble of the liquid 

escaped the dropper cap, and she quickly capped it again. 

 “Better now?” 

 “I will be.” 

 Millie returned the brown bottle to the case and pushed the 

others back down as they began to float up out of the luggage. She 

noticed a small wool pouch levitating beside the collection. She 

glanced at Oscar sitting at the desk with his head resting in his hand 

as he poured over his technical drawings unfurled from their cylinder 

holder. She removed a blue tincture bottle from its protective pouch 

and discreetly held it up to the light, turning it slowly to see that there 

wasn’t much left. He’d rarely needed to use the drug to calm himself 

since he’d finalized his employment transfer request. She returned 

the wool pouch to the luggage, but tucked the blue bottle into her 

bodice. 

 “Please prepare yourselves for the evening hours we will 

observe on this first of two nights in our journey to Luna Britannia,” 

announced the voice of the captain of the RMS Penumbra. “We will 

conserve electric power starting in one hour and resume normal light 

levels nine hours hence.” 

Millie sat back in her first-class seat and secured the straps 

around her body, grateful for the peppermint scent calming her 
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nausea. She watched Oscar put aside his work and return to his seat, 

his face filled with the promise of starting over in a new land. With 

the high price of passage, the couple had spent a good portion of his 

yearly salary on the first-class tickets. Millie’s faith rested in Oscar’s 

capable mind, but she hoped his moods would remain stable when he 

began his new work at the moon colony. Her hand covered the bump 

on her breastbone made by the small hidden bottle. She had second 

thoughts about taking it from the luggage, but hoped Oscar wouldn’t 

notice its absence amidst the excitement of their voyage. 

 

* * * 

 

The third and final day of the couple’s migration began with 

Millie awakening to find Oscar had disappeared from their cabin. His 

blanket was folded neatly under the belt that kept them from floating 

while they slept on the space-faring ship. She wondered if he’d slept 

at all the night before. Studying and scratching on his drawings had 

consumed him the previous day so Millie had ventured out alone to 

explore the ship, but she became bored after circling the observation 

deck promenade more than a dozen times. She visited the sick bay 

and reported back to Oscar that the gentlemen physician on board had 

prescribed ‘rest and plenty of cheese’ as treatment for her possible 

gravity sickness. She told neither man that she thought something 

else had brought on her chronic nausea. 

Throughout the previous day, Oscar only left the cabin to 

take meals with her, and he’d seemed increasingly agitated in the 

evening. She’d fallen asleep immediately after a dinner of cheese and 

bacon, overwhelmingly tired on their tour through the heavens. 

 Across the room in which Oscar was now absent, the 

suitcase was ajar. Small items floated pell-mell around the cabin. She 

searched for the blue tincture bottle in her bodice; her husband’s self-

prescribed remedy for the stress of his vocation. She turned it upside 

down, watching the small volume of the remaining drug drip into the 

narrow bottleneck. She’d hidden it through the entire day and night. 
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 Without warning, the cabin door opened and Oscar sailed 

into the room like an apparition. He flew parallel to the floor until he 

could catch a part of the furniture and pull himself close to Millie. 

“What are you doing with that?” Oscar snatched the tincture 

bottle out of her hand. 

 “Oscar! You scared me.” Her voice was sharper than she’d 

intended. 

 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve been looking for this.” 

“I thought maybe I should hold onto it for you. I know that 

it soothes you, but—” She steadied her nerves to avoid an argument 

in the thin-walled cabin. “I wish that you didn’t need it. And I thought 

that travelling to the moon colony for this project would help you quit 

the drops.” 

He sighed while pocketing the bottle in his jacket. “I won’t 

need these once the work begins, but I’ll keep them just in case.” 

“Dear, I wish you’d tell me what has you so worried.” 

“But, Millie, my love, you don’t need to take my worries 

upon yourself. I don’t wish to burden you with them.” 

“Oscar,” she objected, “maybe I can help you. Maybe I–” 

A loud, metallic ripping sound interrupted her. The ship 

began to vibrate, and Millie’s nausea returned in full, forcing her to 

bend at the waist while climbing back to her seat. Oscar pulled 

himself toward the window to investigate. 

“Attention passengers,” the captain’s voice shouted from the 

ceiling. “We’ve encountered a minor issue in our approach to Luna 

Britannia. No need to be overly alarmed. But please return to your 

cabins and secure yourselves in your seats posthaste. We shall begin 

our final descent within the quarter hour. Unfortunately, we will be 

landing without our full arsenal of deceleration panels. Take care to 

secure yourselves at once!” 

“What do you see out there?” she asked, pulling her seatbelt 

tighter, her palms sweating. 

“The ship is turning as we get closer to the moon. The 

photovoltaic panels have shifted. I believe they’re being repurposed 

for the landing--from gathering solar energy to somehow redirecting 

the steam to slow this vessel down.” 
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“Why do you sound so fascinated? Why aren’t you scared?” 

Her fears and worries about Oscar boiled up into her words as the 

discomfort of the shaking ship sent her into a panic. 

“It is fascinating. Innovations like these have inspired me to 

advance my own work. It truly is the most amazing time to be alive.” 

“We may not be alive much longer if this goddamn ship 

crashes.” 

“Millie! There’s no need to be sacrilegious. Especially in this 

moment when our lives are in God’s hands.” 

The ship rocked to the side causing him to tumble away from 

the window. 

“Oscar, return to your goddamn seat right goddamn now!” 

 “What has gotten into you, my love?” He sailed toward her 

and fixed himself under the belt. Before she could answer him, a loud 

hiss of steam emanated from the outer wall of their cabin. She 

screamed. Oscar put his hand across her shoulders. “It’s alright. 

They’re beginning the descent a little early, that’s all. Stop 

screaming!” 

 “If we’re to die right now, there’s something I must to tell 

you. But I’m afraid.” 

“Whatever are you so distraught over, Millie?” 

“I fear you may think me a heretic.” 

 “Better that than a madwoman.” 

 “It’s…well, I don’t believe in God. I did when I was 

younger, but little by little I realized that I didn’t. I couldn’t. I’ve tried 

praying. I’ve tried talking to angels. But it’s all been empty; false. 

My prayers are lies. When our Bobbi died, I watched his little canine 

soul leave his body, and it crushed me. After we went another year 

without a pregnancy, I knew I could never go back to thinking God 

was always by my side. Even now, with our lives at risk, I sense 

nothing but the void of space surrounding us.” 

 “Well, that’s unsettling, yes, but—” 

 “And I’ve been terrified to say it out loud because I thought 

that you’d annul our marriage immediately. But now it’s too late with 

a child coming—if we even live through this.” She squeezed her eyes 

as the ship bounced violently and her stomach threatened to discharge 
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its contents. The vessel lurched sideways at an angle that made Oscar 

appear higher in the room with the window below him. Through the 

noise of the steam engines working frantically to right the ship, Millie 

heard him stuttering a reply. 

 “Ch-child? Annulment? I would never. Never! A child? Are 

you sure? Nothing matters to me more than you. And our child.” 

“But what kind of mother doesn’t believe in God? I really 

only have faith in you, but even that is wavering.” 

 “What? No, Millie, you mustn’t talk like that. We’ll work it 

out. I can guide our child through matters of faith. And we’ll find our 

path through your crisis. You need not despair.” 

 The air pressure in the cabin changed and she felt as if a giant 

invisible hand pushed on her chest. 

“I fear we’ll not survive this,” she said, unsure if she meant 

the voyage or their relationship. 

“Nonsense. The Lunar Star Line has made quarterly landings 

on the moon for a year. All successful.” 

“Stop it, you fool,” she said through gritted teeth. “Can’t you 

stop trying to put things in a positive light for my sake? Just tell me 

that you’re scared. Tell me you’re worried. Talk to me!” 

“You want me to tell you that I think the ship is going to 

crash?” 

“No! I want to you talk to me about your worries. In London. 

In Luna Britannia. On this ship.” She stared at him, desperate to let 

all the truth come out before they perished. “Why were you out all 

night? Why are you drowning your fears in that blue bottle?” 

For a moment, Oscar didn’t answer and the rattling of the 

ship filled the pause, its metal parts struggling under the swift 

reduction of speed. His expression darkened. 

“We have nothing left in our accounts,” he said. “The 

money’s gone. The house has been turned over to the bank. I’ve 

leveraged everything for this voyage against my future earnings. The 

company man on board made sure to remind me of my debts last 

night.” 

Millie felt frozen. The terrifying noises and vibrations of the 

cabin seemed to fade backward from her husband’s face. Her 
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pounding heart was the only thing she felt as she heard her husband’s 

confession. 

“This is our last chance,” he continued. “Going to the moon. 

Working on the lunar lake. I have to finish the implementation 

without the usual errors. Without time lost to experimentation and 

safety testing. I’m indebted to the company owners for the failures of 

my previous work.” 

“But you’ve given them so much innovation. Your changes 

have made the system more efficient. Haven’t they all become rich 

off of your ideas?” 

“They say I’ve cost more in damages from the research and 

development phase than the successful projects have ever made in 

profit,” he said with beads of sweat covering his forehead. 

The shaking of the spaceship ceased. Millie blinked, 

becoming aware of her surroundings again. Another hiss of steam 

outside the window made her body jerk, but she saw that the ship was 

upright, calmly moving down toward the dusty moon surface. Steel 

beams extended outward, bent in the middle like insect legs. The 

landing gear was deployed, ready to alight upon the moon. 

“We’re alive,” the couple said together with ragged breath. 

They looked at each other with relief and then with shame. 

“I’m sorry I’ve made such a mess of our life,” Oscar said. 

“Can you forgive me?” 

“There’s one condition.” She pointed to his jacket pocket. 

“Talk to me about your troubles—don’t disappear into that bottle—

and I’ll talk to you about my worries as well.” 

He pulled the tincture bottle out of his pocket. He unstrapped 

his seatbelt and smashed the bottle with his boot against the cabin 

floor. Shards of blue glass floated up and he quickly gathered them 

from the air, realizing the danger. 

“You promise that you’re done with it?” She unlatched her 

own belt. 

“I promise. Besides, unless there’s a sympathetic apothecary 

in the colony, I won’t be getting any more of the substance. It’s highly 

unlikely any botanists would be allowed to grow the intoxicating 
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plant in Luna Britannia. I’ve heard there’s a prohibition on alcohol 

already.” 

 “So no champagne will greet us when we land?” 

 “Disappointing, I dare say.”  

“I don’t need champagne. I don’t need first class tickets. I 

don’t need bank accounts filled with money. I only need you.” She 

took his hands in hers and stared into his unblinking eyes, which 

began to water.  

“I’m going to need you more than ever,” he said. “You’re 

the rock I cling to in this stormy sea.” 

 “What if your rock will need an anchor of her own?” Millie 

asked. “To keep herself steady in a strange, new place. Will anything 

be familiar to us? How will we afford a child?” 

 “Don’t worry, my love. I will be your anchor. I promise. We 

will always have each other.” 

 

* * * 

 

 Millie and Oscar stepped from the RMS Penumbra onto a 

ramp that pulled the passengers along an enclosed walkway down to 

the surface level. The automatic walkway continued forward into a 

glass tunnel that connected the landing site to the bubble of the moon 

colony. They were propelled across the corridor, holding their 

luggage and each other tight. Millie gazed upward through the curved 

glass to the dark sky endlessly spotted with stars. She tried not to 

think of her theistic doubts. She thought instead of an existence on 

Luna Britannia; observing the motion of the planets and building a 

life supported by wondrous new technologies. 

Made possible by the glorious luminary that is our Sun. 

 “Look.” Oscar pointed as the walkway brought them into the 

cavernous space of the colony bubble. Millie followed where his 

hand pointed and gasped. An oval shape of water in the distance was 

so perfectly still that it looked like a goddess’s mirror laying flat on 

the surface. 

 “The lunar lake,” she whispered. 

 “Our future,” he said. “What do you think?” 
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She rubbed her stomach where a flutter of movement in her 

abdomen startled her. She smiled at Oscar. “We can make this life 

work. We’ve survived this far.” 
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Better Than Before 
 

By Tori Bissonette 

 

 

 

 

“You’re still a missing person in the police database,” he 

says in lieu of a greeting as he slides into the seat next to her. “I don’t 

know if you knew that or not.” He waves down the bartender as he 

unwinds his scarf and orders a whiskey. Neat.  

Some things never change.  

And yet, this month has been kinder to him than the ones 

before. His bones don’t poke at the corners of his button down so 

much and the thumbprint bruises under his eyes could almost pass for 

shadows.  

“Checking up on me?” She snorts and he smirks and it’s 

enough. Looking down at her drink, she swirls the thin red straw. The 

ice has gone soft at the edges, leaving little trails of clarity on top of 

the alcohol. “Not like anyone’s still investigating anyway.” 

“Not like anyone investigated back then either.” 

It doesn’t hurt to hear. Five years ago, everyone thought she 

was just a runaway. They weren’t wrong.  

She barely remembers that girl. Back then she was Daphne, 

who couldn’t handle anything harder than strawberry champagne and 

still choked on the first drag of a cigarette every time.  

Beside her, Ian swirls his drink and downs half of it in one 

go. She isn’t the only one who’s grown. 

“Work’s been good?” she asks. It’s always hard, at first. The 

spaces between them are unfamiliar and filled with a fresh year of 

living. They have a decade and a half between them, but half of that 

has been spent here, meeting up in this bar the second Friday of every 

month. So much can change in that time. A parent can die. A new job 

can be scored. A car crashed, a dog adopted.  

She doesn’t know what she’ll do if the day ever comes that 

Ian doesn’t walk through the door, the unzipped tips of his jacket 
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flapping at his knees and a bird’s nest of hair on his head courtesy of 

the wind.  

“It’s the same old, same old,” he whines, snagging a plastic 

menu from the tabletop display. He peruses it seriously, even though 

they both know he’s going to order chicken wings. What else do you 

order at a bar? Dee will tell him she isn’t hungry, but he’ll turn the 

plastic basket so she has unfiltered access to his fries. It’s been the 

same song and dance for the last few years.  

It’s too early in the night for anything interesting, but it’s 

always just a matter of waiting it out and moving through the small 

talk. The after work crowd is still milling around, filling the bar with 

complaints of deadlines and cheers to goals accomplished. Many of 

them are regulars. They move around the space like a second house, 

waving at people and weaving in and out of conversations without 

missing a beat.  

It’s very possible, probable even, that she’s seen the same 

face more than once. People are creatures of habit. The time in 

between is too long for her to recognize anyone, but it comforts her 

to think that even the hustle and bustle around her has some sort of 

pattern. A routine.  

“How’s your wife?” she asks next, mentally ticking through 

the requisite questions.  

It took Ian until the second year of meeting up to admit he’d 

married someone, some girl from college who was also a 

communications major. It took until the third year of meeting up for 

him to not look at her with surprise whenever she asked after his wife.  

There was a time in her life, in both of their lives, when 

they’d been certain she would wear the title of Ian’s wife. It’s not like 

she didn’t know what she was leaving behind all those years ago. She 

can’t hold it against him and she certainly won’t hold it against some 

woman she’s never met, some woman she’ll never meet.  

She doesn’t know what excuse Ian gives his wife for 

disappearing all night once a month, but Dee likes to imagine she’s 

understanding. People come with baggage. That’s just how it is. 

Sometimes she constructs Ian’s wife in her head. It changes every 

time. A head full of bright red curls. A short, athletic body. A slight 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 67 

accent. She’s never asked for a picture, nor will she. It’s easier to 

keep her peace if Ian only exists here, in this one night. If he exists 

the rest of the month, surrounded by family and friends, she’ll drown 

in her loneliness.  

Caught in her thoughts as she is, it takes her a moment to 

notice Ian’s hesitation. When she looks over, he’s glancing at the bar, 

fingernail picking at a crack in the vinyl finish. There are only two 

options for his hesitance and she doubts Ian would have made it this 

far into the conversation if his wife had died. She’d seen him like this 

once before. 

“She’s pregnant again?” 

Ian nods. His hair is longer in the back than the last time 

she’d seen it. It’s messy and a bit matted in a few small spots. He 

must still rub the back of his neck when he’s stressed.  

“Congratulations,” she says, and means it. Even as her saliva 

turns to acid in the back of her throat, she means it. Nothing but 

happiness for him. He still doesn’t look at her, head hanging low like 

his fried poultry holds the clues if he can only stick his face far 

enough in. Anywhere else, with anyone else, she knows he’d be 

bouncing on his toes that way he always does when he’s excited. He 

loves being a father. It’s only her presence that stirs guilt instead of 

joy. She swallows the acid and reaches out just enough to brush her 

pinkie along his. “Really, congratulations. I hear the second 

pregnancy is easier.” 

“Yeah, I heard that too. Laura’s excited.”  

As he reaches for the ketchup bottle, she lets her hand drift 

over her stomach. It’s always been flat. The human that lived there 

once was gone before her stomach had time to show it.  

She’d been so certain back then that she was making the right 

choice. That thing inside her was no baby. It was a parasite. A scar. 

How could anything created out of such fear and pain be anything but 

a monster? She was willing to throw away every connection she’d 

ever made on that certainty.  

Well, every connection except one.  

 

 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 68 

* * * 

 

There’s only a dusting of snow on the ground, but the wind 

won’t let anyone lucky enough to be caught outside forget that it’s 

February. With only the moon and stars above, the cold lathers across 

her skin, sinking in deep until it seems to emanate not from around 

her, but from within her. The burning stone of alcohol in her stomach 

is the only thing that keeps her from dropping to her knees to curl up.  

“I worry about you,” he says. It’s after midnight, so it’s an 

acceptable time for such sappiness. She can’t recall the moment it 

happened, but she finds her elbow looped through his. The 

boundaries are always blurry so late at night. It’s precisely because 

she knows Ian would never let things go too far that she lets her own 

hesitance wash away.  

“Don’t.” The words are physical for just a moment before 

her breath trails up and away. The world is asleep. There are no 

passing cars, no scurrying squirrels or chirping birds. It’s just them 

moving through this paused world.  

“You don’t have any friends.” 

“I have you, don’t I?” She smiles at him, but he’s looking 

the other way, one gloved hand trailing along the banister of the 

boardwalk and knocking the snow there to the ground. She lets her 

smile fall off. “I have Susan.” 

“You told me Susan smelled like marinara sauce.”  

“So? There are worse things to smell like. Doesn’t mean she 

can’t be a friend.” 

She doubts Susan would quantify it that way. They don’t 

even see each other that much anymore now that Susan’s office got 

moved upstairs. It’s not the kind of workplace where people go out 

for drinks after work or pal around in the breakroom. It’s just a 

physical space where a small bundle of ants spend most of the day 

before clocking out and going their separate ways. It’s what attracted 

her to the job in the first place. More and more of her colleagues are 

working remotely nowadays, but the only thing that makes her heart 

hurt more than the grey fabric walls of her cubicle are the grey plaster 

walls of her apartment.  
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Ian rubs at the back of his neck. “You should call your dad. 

Tell him you’re alive.” 

The image she has of her father is that of a man glued to a 

worn brown recliner, face bathed in the blue light of a TV, the skin 

of his jowls the only thing baggier than his gut. Dee doubts the image 

will change, even if she does see him again. “He knows I’m alive and 

he knows I don’t want to be found.”  

“Still,” he kicks at the snow along the edge of the walkway, 

releasing a brief cloud over some dead dandelions. “He’s getting up 

there in years. You might run out of time.” 

“He’s what? Sixty? That’s hardly one foot in the grave.” 

“He’s the one who filed the report.” 

That stops her, little black boots skidding slightly as she 

turns to face him. The shadows from the distant streetlight make his 

nose look abnormally long. “I thought you did it?” It’d taken her 

nearly a month to get up the courage to call him, another four months 

to agree to meet up on that first January Friday. She told herself it 

was guilt at leaving without a word that had her buying the burner 

phone and punching in his number, but truthfully it was a much less 

noble desire. Her stomach churned with emptiness and there was only 

one person she’d left behind who could fill it.  

She’d been certain it was him that had filed the report, a 

report he didn’t know how to take back without revealing where she 

was.  

“Just because he thought you left by yourself didn’t mean he 

didn’t want you back. He probably thought you wouldn’t make it on 

your own. Most seventeen-year-olds wouldn’t.” 

Of course he thought she’d run away. She’d emptied both 

his wallet and the emergency funds they stored on the fireplace 

mantel. Even then it was barely enough for the procedure.  

The frigid air pours into her lungs like water as she takes a 

deep breath and turns back to the empty boardwalk. “He hasn’t 

looked very hard if all these years he never found me.” 

“It’s like you said, he realized you didn’t want to be found.” 

Ian’s tone is light, free of any condemnation. He keeps pace with her, 
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unbothered by the stops and starts. She lets his words trail away 

without response. 

The shops on the left are closed, sandwich boards tucked in 

the doors and street seating chained up. There’s faint lighting from 

the back of the shops, a security light to remind would-be thieves the 

emptiness is only temporary. The shop is still cared for, even if the 

owners have stepped out. To their right is an endless void of spilled 

ink. It’s far too large of a body of water to freeze over other than a 

few wrinkly patches at the very edges and she can hear the sound of 

small waves crashing in the distance. The sound is the only thing to 

say it’s even there at all.  

Maybe it’s that lack of sight that the night brings that helps 

turn the eyes inward. That’s the best part of the night, when the small 

talk is done and the evening allows for the perfect combination of 

alcohol-loosened tongues and late night introspection. Those are the 

good conversations. That’s why she’s here, month after month and 

year after year.  

She and Susan talk about the slew of slushy weather and how 

the construction on the highway makes traffic a mess getting to and 

from the office. She even talks to Henry or Mike sometimes, 

whoever’s there heating up their food when she is, about the benefits 

of eating more leafy greens or when in the day you should stop 

drinking caffeine.  

That’s enough to sustain her through the in-between weeks.  

The way he glances at the ground before speaking tells her 

she won’t like what he has to say. “I mean, it’s a bit selfish, isn’t it? 

Running away and hiding?” 

She stops, pulling her arm out of his. “What’s happening? 

Why’re you being like this all of a sudden?” Her eyes skate over the 

familiar planes of his face but she can’t find answers there. He keeps 

his gaze downward, looking smaller than he has all evening.  

“It’s just…I mean, I’m about to have a kid—” 

“You already have a kid.” 

“The novelty has worn off, you know? It’s like, oh, okay, 

this is really my life now. And I’d like it if you could get to know my 

kids. Maybe even be a godmother?” 
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She sniffs, ignoring the way the cold air in her sinuses nearly 

brings her to tears, and looks away. “Do people even have godparents 

anymore?”  

She won’t have children of her own, she knows that for 

certain. Marriage is on the table, but first she’d have to find someone 

willing to accept her barricaded past. Chances are slim. She doesn’t 

go out anyway—where would she even meet someone? 

It’s tempting, what Ian is offering. Not a family, per se, but 

something family-adjacent.  

“When I left,” she says, moving to lean on the banister and 

letting the elbows of her jacket soak through with snow, “I thought 

things would fall back into place eventually. Like I could just pick up 

and replant myself somewhere. But it’s so much harder than that.” 

Ian comes up next to hear, leaning on the banister as well and staring 

out over the water. She doubts they see the same things in the 

blankness yawning before them. “Anyone at work willing to talk to 

me thinks I’m boring at best, dodgy at worst because I don’t talk 

about my family or where I come from. In the movies, people always 

make friends at college, but fuck, I don’t even have my GED. I’m 

lucky to have a job at all.” 

“You mean to tell me managing customer complaints at an 

office supply company isn’t the dream job?” 

She elbows him hard enough to send him stumbling. He 

squawks in outrage and makes a show of righting his coat and tucking 

his scarf back under his chin. There’s a delicate fluttering in her chest 

at the sight. Truly, some things don’t change.  

She’s lucky to be able to count Ian as a friend.  

He tugs her arm until he can loop his elbow through hers 

again and they set back off walking. In the distance an airplane 

warning light blinks, drawing them forward like moths, and Dee lets 

it smooth the wrinkles building at the edges of her mind. She bides 

her time, knowing what’s coming. They always end up here at some 

point. 

“Do you regret it?” 

Her answer is always the same: “No.” It’s still true, 

especially on nights when she awakes in a panicked sweat, fighting 
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off phantom hands and reliving the burning pains of her past. She 

couldn’t stay. But tonight she adds on the newest layers, “I just never 

thought waiting to start again would take so long.” 

The problem with going back is the same as it always is, yet 

it only compounds year after year. There’ll be questions that she can’t 

answer. Her dad would take a bat to Caleb Henning’s face if he knew 

what the man had done as a boy. She might win a few sympathies for 

that, but not once they realized what she’d done after. She had to 

travel almost two hundred miles to even find a place that’d terminate 

her nightmares.  

“It doesn’t have to be all or nothing,” he says, throwing her 

off guard. Seeing her blank look, he amends, “I mean, you can visit 

my family and stuff without having to see everyone. It’s been so long, 

I doubt anyone around town would even recognize you now.” 

“How can you still live in that place?” She reaches up to 

brush aside a branch in danger of snagging their hats. The tree is thin, 

planted by the town in its cubicle of dirt only a few years ago, and 

it’s not yet prepared for even the slightest touch of snow. “It’s so 

stuffy. Everyone knows everyone.”  

“Having community can be a good thing, you know.” 

She exhales noisily, just to make sure he hears it. “You’re 

not going to give up on this, are you?” It’s not like they don’t have 

some iteration of this same conversation each month, but normally he 

lets it go early in the evening and their illusion of normalcy can 

remain intact. Maybe being a father really is changing him.  

His hand slips down from her elbow and takes her gloved 

hand in his. “You deserve friends. Happiness.” 

There’s too much in that sentence, so she ignores it. Ahead 

is the only shop in the strip that’s ever open late, the glow of its 

windows cutting through the night and spilling onto the sidewalk. She 

tugs him towards it, ignoring his usual protests about how irritated 

his wife would be to find out he was eating Chinese takeout, 

especially at this time of night.  

“I think she’d rather you and I were having an affair,” he 

says. The shop is tiny, with two round tables, which could never be 

simultaneously occupied unless you wished to have someone else’s 
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elbow in your dish. There are only three chairs between the two 

tables. The occupant of the solo chair at the second table is treated to 

a side view of the standing cooler across from them.  

She orders fried rice and boneless ribs and treats herself to 

an orange soda from the cooler. The woman behind the counter is the 

same one as always, but if she recognizes them, she doesn’t give any 

indication. Dee doubts there are many others who come this late and 

eat in, but who was she to assume they’re memorable? The sense of 

anonymity is nice, as though this is their first adventure of this kind 

and not a monthly reminder of how brutish all the other nights of the 

year felt. 

“Eating in,” she had told Ian the first time they’d come, when 

he protested being directed to one of the chairs, “is the secret to 

getting more.” 

When the containers arrive, they’re heaped beyond the point 

of being able to close. The ribs are a reddish brown with juicy bits of 

fat clinging on the corners and the fried rice is the good kind, with 

scrambled egg and tiny shrimps mixed in. Perfect. 

“Eat up,” she says. They don’t bother with plates, instead 

duking it out with their chopsticks for prime cuts and the little 

shrimps in the rice. It hasn’t been that long since the chicken and 

fries, but they both eat like they might never again. The world outside 

the window is awash in pitch blackness, making it feel like they’re 

eating in space, all by themselves.  

After a few moments of silence, he begins, “I just think,” and 

drags her back to Earth.  

“Why is this such a big deal all of a sudden?” She tries to 

keep the heat out of her voice. She won’t be able to make up for it for 

another four weeks if she says something she regrets.  

“Laura wants to meet you. And I want you to meet her. I 

think you two would get along well. And, I already told you, I want 

you to be a part of my kids’ lives.” 

She almost asks why, but stops herself. She knows it’d make 

him frown in that sympathetic way of his.  

“Don’t do it for your sake, then,” he says, startling her with 

his forceful tone. Distantly, she wonders if the man and the woman 
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who run the restaurant can hear them, if they’re listening in. How 

much of Dee and Ian’s lives have they pieced together from one 

conversation each month? “Don’t do it because you’re lonely and 

depressed. Don’t give a shit about yourself, fine. Do it for me. Do it 

because I’m your friend and I’m asking this as a favor. It’s important 

to me.” 

“Ian—” 

“You’ve been selfish all these years.” It pains him to say it, 

she can tell by the way his nose flares and the corners of his eyes 

pinch slightly. But he’s determined, regardless of how much his 

words might hurt either of them. It hits her then, the realization that 

he’s been waiting all night for this little speech. Knowing him, he 

probably practiced it in the mirror, bouncing on his toes to hype 

himself up before getting in his car to come out tonight. He takes a 

fortifying breath and continues, “I let you run away and I didn’t tell 

anyone where you were, even when all those rumors started that you 

were murdered by a serial killer. I let you set up these stupid and 

elaborate rules for us to meet up once a month and I let you do it 

because I wanted to see you. I was desperate for your scraps. But, 

but…we’re too old for this. I’m married and I’ve got a kid and 

another on the way and this?” He gestures between them as if to 

encompass their late night snack. “This is silly. I’m not saying you 

have to move back. I’m not saying you need to be who you were 

before. But I am asking you, as your friend, to do this favor, for me. 

Meet my family. Pretend you actually like me.” 

“I do like—” 

“And don’t leave my messages on read all month. Are you 

worried I’m going to lure you back if you show me too much human 

decency? I mean, Christ, Dee. Haven’t you punished yourself 

enough?” 

Her mouth hangs open, half a bite of un-chewed rib sitting 

between her molars. The rest of her bite dangles from her chopsticks 

for a few seconds before falling and landing with a flat splat on the 

rice.  

It’s…easier to justify doing something if it isn’t for herself. 

It isn’t letting herself off the hook if it’s what Ian wants, right? In 
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fact, shouldn’t doing what Ian wants be part of the reparations she 

owes? She’d upended more than just her life when she left.  

She lets it spin out before her, a fantasy world building faster 

than she can reel it in. A world in which she might be called on to 

babysit for date night. A world in which she stops by those street carts 

peddling odds and ends and buys paper butterflies or brightly colored 

pinwheels just because she knows it’ll make Ian’s kids happy.  

To think of a world where she could make someone happy, 

even for just a passing moment, is the cruelest temptation her mind 

could conjure. It’s been so long, she’s not sure what satisfaction tastes 

like on the tongue anymore. 

But. There are memories that lurk in those streets she once 

knew, memories that threaten to unravel the fragile peace she’s 

constructed. Would it make all of her pain and suffering for nothing 

if she goes back? 

Ian pokes her nose with his chopsticks. She goes cross-eyed 

for a moment tracking them as he pulls back. “It’s not going back, 

it’s going forward. You have to, eventually.” 

She pats at her nose with a napkin and pulls the pieces of 

herself back together from where they’d been splayed across the table 

between them. “If you think I’m going to be anything but the worst 

influence, and I mean a real pushover, you’ve got another thing 

coming.” She doesn’t look at him as she says it. She doesn’t want to 

make any promises and she doesn’t want to see any hope on his face. 

“I’m talking ice cream every time we go out, movies past bedtimes, 

embarrassing stories from your childhood. The whole nine yards.” 

“I’m looking forward to it.”  

He lets it drop after and for that, she’s grateful. Their silence 

is comfortable, like an old sweater tugged out from the back of the 

closet.  

 

* * * 

 

By the time they turn towards the park and ride, the sky has 

gone grey with the impending sunrise. Their cars are parked only a 

few spots from each other, two of only a handful that remain.  
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“This you?” she asks as he stops besides a small van she’s 

never seen before.  

“Yeah. Two car seats won’t fit in the old sedan.”  

“Nice,” she says, looking at her car, purchased a little over 

six years ago. It’s almost as old as her and far more prone to tantrums 

in the cold than she is. Maybe she could shop around a bit, get an idea 

of what’s out there nowadays. Her job isn’t the highest paying, but 

other than rent and groceries, she spends nothing. She has no one to 

spend it on. A little splurge might not hurt.  

He hugs her tight, pressing a kiss to the side of her hair, 

before stepping back. “I miss you already.” 

She bites her lip. She doesn’t want to make promises. Instead 

of the same “see you next month,” she always offers, she shoves some 

new words around her mouth and finally says, “Maybe I’ll text you 

next week.” 
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Hook 
 

By Claudine Thomas 

 

 

 

 

 

The baby picked up the forgotten beer can by the side of the 

fold-out couch, and swallowed a mouthful of cigarette ashes. His 

coughing and choked cries alerted Raine. She dropped her phone and 

snatched the boy up into her arms. She wiped the soot from his lips 

with the bib tied loosely around his neck. She needed him to stop 

fussing. Ms. Pat would be angry about the noise. She held him close 

to her chest, shushing into his reddening ears. But he refused to stop 

crying as he squirmed in her arms, fighting for freedom and air. Her 

son’s breath smelled like Jordan’s fingertips, smoky and hot. 

Raine moved her son to her hip while she looked for his 

bottle. She kicked Jordan’s shirts from beneath her feet and cussed 

under her breath to keep her own tears from spilling. The text 

message had distracted her. How could it not? It was easy to lose 

track of the baby when an unexpected opportunity to change your 

life, appears across the screen. 

Come live with me, read the text. 

She found the half-filled bottle tucked between the couch 

cushions, turned upside down, rubber nipple pressed against the 

frayed upholstery. She sighed and noted the new wet stain. Another 

reason to make Jordan’s mother angry. 

Jordan’s mother, Ms. Pat, allowed them to move into her 

basement while Raine was pregnant. Just until they got steady on 

their feet, his mother said. But Jordan struggled finding jobs that paid 

enough money, and when he found one, he struggled to keep it for 

long. He blamed unreasonable bosses. She wondered if they smelled 

the alcohol through his clothes the way she did.  

Raine quit waitressing after she delivered the baby because 

she couldn’t find a day care she could afford and trust—criteria that 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 78 

proved incompatible. On the baby’s first birthday, his mother gave 

Raine a wall calendar. It was hastily wrapped in faded yellow paper, 

a clown face smiled back, its red lips open wide and waiting—a gift 

to mark the passage of time and impatience.  

The bottle soothed the boy and he relaxed. He blinked in 

slow motion and laid his curly topped head on Raine’s shoulder. She 

relaxed too while listening to his sucking noises and little sighs.  

She searched for her phone and found it by Jordan’s gaming 

console. She exhaled as she pulled up the latest text message. 

Amanda had sent it last night after the baby had fallen asleep. Raine 

had stayed up late waiting for Jordan to come home from work. She’d 

been watching the numbers on the cable box and counting the 

seconds before each digit changed, each transition representing 

money and time spent drinking and not on baby formula or saving up 

for their own place. Her anger had made her hot, so she took off her 

t-shirt and propped herself up against the cool pillows on the pull-out 

bed. She sat in stillness wearing only her bra and panties. She felt the 

beads of sweat drip down her belly and crawl into her stretchmarks. 

If Jordan walked in now, she had thought, would he touch her like he 

used to? Before the baby? Would she let him? 

Amanda wanted Raine to leave. Come live with me, she 

texted.  

Throughout their friendship, Amanda was the one who 

pushed. They first met on the playground, many years before boys 

like Jordan got in their way. They had played on the swing set all 

afternoon—each one pushing and pulling against the wind, pumping 

their legs to go faster. Amanda kept leaping from her seat in mid-air, 

landing feet first and waiting for Raine to do the same. She never did.  

Raine never knew how their friendship lasted over the years. 

They had little in common. Amanda spoke freely and moved through 

the world as if it were something to grab and control. Raine preferred 

to stand back and watch, unsure of how to access a world that always 

felt shaky beneath her own feet.  

The year they graduated high school, Amanda moved to 

Florida, hundreds of miles away. At the airport, Raine gave her friend 

a picture of her ultrasound with a banner across the top that read, 
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“Good luck Aunt Amanda.” They tried to keep in touch afterwards, 

but it was difficult. Amanda never liked Jordan so Raine was hesitant 

about sharing news with her friend. And the excited energy in 

Amanda’s voice was painful to hear—like a high-pitched squeal from 

a balloon that released its trapped air. Amanda once offered to send 

money to buy things for the baby Jordan couldn’t afford, but Raine 

refused. 

Leave him and bring the baby, read the text message. We’ll 

figure out things together. 

Amanda shared an apartment with her sister and found a 

good job working in a hotel near a resort. She said she could get Raine 

a job there too. She wanted to send Raine money for the flight. She 

sent pictures of the apartment and the hotel to lure Raine in. 

Raine knew the sun was likely shining where her friend 

stood. She bet Amanda could hear the birds and feel warm breezes 

through cracked windows each time she woke up. Raine missed 

breezes. The paneled, windowless walls of the basement enclosed the 

musty smell in the air. She tired of using aerosol sprays to cover it 

up. It never worked. Years of cigarette smoke and spilt beer were 

caught in the seams of the cushions and refused to be coaxed out. 

Raine stared at the message and listened to her son’s 

breathing as his suckling died down. She stood in the middle of the 

room and knew it was morning by the sounds above her head. The 

familiar creaks of Ms. Pat’s footsteps walking from the living room 

to the kitchen, the weatherman’s voice blaring from the TV, 

promising another hot day, and the gurgling of the coffee pot caused 

Raine to pause. She lifted her head and waited for Ms. Pat to shout 

down the steps and complain about the baby being too loud. But the 

yells never came. She turned her attention back to the text message. 

Jordan never came home last night. He sent a text shortly 

after Amanda’s message arrived. It said he drank too much and stayed 

with a friend. Raine had thrown the phone, which landed in a 

mildewed corner behind the water heater. When she calmed down 

enough to retrieve it, she knocked her hip into the crib and nearly 

woke the baby. His whimpers had further pissed her off. 
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Raine knew Amanda waited. The desire to start over, make 

a new life with her son, filled her up in a way she hadn’t expected. 

Made her recognize how empty she felt.  

Her thumb hovered over the screen.  

Say you will come, the text said. 

“You all gonna sleep all day down there?” Ms. Pat yelled 

from above. The baby’s eyes flew open. He wiggled out of Raine’s 

arms and climbed down her body like a prisoner escaping.  

Ok, Raine typed.  

She inhaled and hit send at the same time. Then she stifled 

her laugh with her hand. The baby looked up, arms outstretched, 

bottle hanging between his teeth and bouncing off his chin. She 

pulled off his ash-covered bib and lifted him into the air. She gave 

him a sea of kisses across his chubby cheeks. 

* * * 

Raine always tiptoed when she walked on the main floor of 

the house. She carried her son, not allowing him to waddle through 

the nice furniture and precious knickknacks on display. Jordan’s 

mom loved her knickknacks. She said people with class liked things 

of beauty around them. Raine once asked why the basement didn’t 

have nice things on display. Ms. Pat replied, “No one looks down 

there.” 

The baby fidgeted and fussed as Raine strapped him in his 

stroller by the front door.  

“Where you two going?” Ms. Pat asked. She sat at the 

kitchen table. Her lit cigarette dangled precariously over her coffee 

cup. The baby stared at the fiery end. 

“J.J. loves the library,” Raine said. “It’s the only place he 

doesn’t fuss as much.” 

“Grandma’s baby loves books. Just like his daddy used to.” 

Ms. Pat smiled at her grandson, then dropped her ash into her coffee 

mug. Raine grabbed her diaper bag and headed through the front 

door. Ms. Pat followed her and stood at the threshold. 

“Jordan come home last night?” 

“No,” said Raine. 

“Hard to keep a man home once you have a baby.” 
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“I guess.” 

“He needs you, Raine. You can help keep him straight.” 

Raine offered his mother a half-smile and walked down the 

street. The sun shone bright as it hovered directly above her head, like 

a spotlight. The air felt humid and sticky, but Raine marched forward 

down the block despite the pressure in her chest. 

 

* * * 

 

The library was one block away. As soon as the boy saw the 

building, he began to bounce up and down in his seat. Raine smiled. 

She didn’t know which he loved more—the books or the space to run 

around in the sea of stories and images. She noticed his dimples grew 

deeper when they walked through the doors. She thought he looked 

like his daddy used to when she walked into class each day. Before 

her breasts sagged and the stretchmarks grew. 

The children’s department was tucked away in an alcove 

behind the travel section. Raine grabbed a picture book about fish for 

J.J. and books about Florida for herself. They both sat on the beanbag 

chairs under the Lego structures and skimmed through the glossy 

pages. They held up pictures and showed each other what they found. 

He pointed to rainbow flounders and she showed him a beach scene. 

“Should mommy and J.J. live here?” she asked, pointing to 

a family lounging on beach chairs under a palm tree. 

“Fish,” he said. His chubby finger pointed to the water. 

“Yes, baby,” Raine said. “You are so smart.” 

Before she got pregnant, Raine wondered if she and Jordan 

would have smart children together. She always had good grades. 

School came easy. Books were an escape from the chaos of her own 

home.  

The day her father left home for good was the same day she 

got accepted into an honors class. Raine found her mother in the 

bathroom, tending to a black eye and vowing to call the cops the next 

time she let that man touch her again. Raine had followed her routine 

and brought in fresh ice packs to stop the swelling. She then handed 

her mother the letter with news about class. 
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“Keep doing this,” her mother said through tears. “Keep up 

the good grades. And stay away from the god-damned boys.” 

But Raine didn’t stay away. She met Jordan the next day. He 

had received the same letter. He said he hated the class, but would 

keep showing up if Raine was going to be there. Eventually, their 

study dates took a turn. He didn’t have a dad either. He understood. 

He promised he would never leave her—that loving someone meant 

sticking around. He had known about the empty hole and he tried to 

fill it.  

Raine checked out several books for J.J. and a few for 

herself. She hid the Florida books inside the diaper bag. 

She took the long way home and welcomed the sun shining 

on her face. The humidity from the early morning lifted, and a warm 

breeze took its place. J.J. sang a song to himself, and Raine imagined 

them walking along a street in Miami. Amanda responded to Raine’s 

reply with the address for her new apartment and a picture of the 

courtyard within the complex. There were large palm trees 

surrounding a playground—a bright red plastic slide, seesaw and 

swings. Raine zoomed in on the photo of the swings before putting 

her phone back in her pocket. 

 

* * * 

 

Raine could hear the screaming before she entered the house. 

She hesitated before turning the doorknob, girding herself for the 

blows. She heard Jordan’s voice—a tired, pleading lilt in his words. 

She pushed herself and the stroller inside. She stood back in the 

corner. 

“You think I’m nothing. Just a no-good-son-of-a-bitch,” 

Jordan yelled. He sat in the living room. Head in his hands. Elbows 

resting on the knees of his stained black jeans. His Krueger’s Grocery 

shirt hung open, revealing his thin heaving chest. 

“You’re acting like your son-of-a-bitch father,” his mother 

said. “I kicked him out too.” Ms. Pat sat across from him, smoking a 

cigarette. She kept crossing and uncrossing her legs as if she couldn’t 

decide to sit or jump up.  
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“Dad wasn’t good enough for you, so you trashed him. I’m 

not good enough so you want to trash me too.” 

“I want you to pay some god-damned money,” his mother 

said jumping up. “You think you all can stay here forever and eat me 

out of my house and savings?” 

“Oh, here we go again,” Jordan said. He groaned and Raine 

held her breath. 

“I got bills to pay, Jordan! I got responsibilities.” 

“I got responsibilities too.” 

“Well, you sure as hell don’t act like it.” 

“What do you want from me, mom? I’m doing the best I 

can.” 

“You can stop coming in my house smelling like cigarettes 

and shit beer. Act like an adult.” 

“That’s funny coming from you.” 

“Yep, just like your bitch father. Blame everybody but 

yourself.” 

Raine’s heartbeat climbed as she watched Jordan slowly rise 

up off the leather couch, his hands clenching into fists. She screamed 

as he picked up a large vase sitting on the coffee table and threw it 

across the room. The shattered pieces splayed across the hardwood 

floor. The baby balked against the stroller straps and shrieked.  

Raine rushed to Jordan and stood in front of him, facing his 

mother. Ms. Pat’s face turned a devilish red. Her arms lifted high into 

the air, the smoke from her cigarette encircled her body.  

“That was real crystal!” she screamed. 

Raine held out her arms, palms out and said, “Everyone 

needs to calm down.” 

“You pay for that or you’re all out of here by morning. I 

mean it.” 

Raine felt Jordan’s breath on her shoulder. She could hear 

him slump onto the couch, his anger deflating instantly like the 

cushions beneath him. Regret hovered over him, making him smell 

worse than the sweat and beer. 

“We’ll fix this,” Raine said. 
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His mother dropped her arms, but her breathing remained 

heavy.  

“You fix this, Raine.” 

“I will.” 

“I love my grandbaby, but I’ve had enough of this shit.” His 

mother stormed out the room. Raine grabbed a broom and dust pan 

while J.J. and his father whimpered in their respective seats. 

 

* * * 

 

Raine and Jordan skipped dinner on the main floor and 

settled themselves in the basement for the night. Jordan apologized 

for not coming home after she put the baby down to sleep. He snored 

softly in his crib.  

They laid naked under the worn sheets. Raine rubbed the 

edges of the sheets between her thumb and index finger and thought 

of her mother. She had grabbed the sheets from the linen closet after 

her mother kicked her out. They had barely fit into her duffle bag. 

Jordan had wanted her to hurry—grab what she needed before her 

mother came home from work and discovered them in the house. But 

Raine wanted to have one thing to remember from her mother. One 

thing that held her scent. She knew her mother never meant to spit 

out those awful words. The positive pregnancy test was a shock for 

all of them. Raine wanted to explain that Jordan wanted to build a life 

with her, that he promised to stay. But the words had failed to come 

out after she saw the disappointment in her mother’s eyes. 

Forgiveness may come one day—but she wanted to have something 

of hers until that day came to be. It helped soothe the hurt. 

Raine let go of the sheet and placed her hand over Jordan’s 

heart. She knew his feelings were hurt. They always were whenever 

his mother compared him to his father. Raine comforted him the only 

way she knew how. She moved her ankles along his shin and watched 

him stare up at the ceiling as he twirled his chest hair in slow circles. 

Raine listened to the muffled sounds of the TV from the floor above. 

His mother was probably sipping a vodka tonic and watching people 

buy homes she could never afford. That’s how she soothed herself. 
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“My mom is going to kick us out,” Jordan whispered. 

“We should move, get our own place,” she said. 

“Can’t afford it.” 

“What if we had a way to move?” Raine asked. “What if I 

found a way?” She sat up on one shaky elbow.  

He scoffed, then turned to look at her. He brushed back a 

strand of her hair that fell against her cheek, then held her chin. A 

little too tight. Raine winced and he let go. 

“I’m going to take care of my family,” he said looking 

directly into her eyes. “I’m nothing like my dad.” 

The baby flipped from his back to his belly. Jordan turned 

his attention to his son and smiled. 

“We’re going to do the right thing for him,” he said.  

He wrapped his arms around Raine’s body. And for the first 

time in longer than she could remember, he caressed her breasts. He 

put his head down and whispered close into her ear, “We’re nothing 

like our parents. We are a family. I’ll take care of us.” 

She let him hold her tight, and touch her all over in the places 

she thought he forgot. He moaned as he moved, his feeling of 

confidence and satisfaction returning through her body’s acceptance. 

She longed to feel something other than stuck between his body and 

her desire to be loved. She closed her eyes and remembered Jordan 

smiling, holding their son for the first time. Like a family. She used 

Jordan’s shoulder to wipe her tears as she let him enter her. 

 

* * * 

 

In the morning, Raine tiptoed into the kitchen and prepped 

J.J.’s bottles. Ms. Pat sat at the table pretending to read her mail. She 

sighed heavily as she picked up each envelope, shook her head and 

laid them down in a neat pile. Jordan had left for an early shift at the 

store and from the sound of his mother’s performance, Raine knew 

he hadn’t left any money for the vase. 

Raine placed two full bottles into the diaper bag and pulled 

out her checkbook. Amanda’s money for the flight would have 
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landed in her bank account by now. It would be enough to cover the 

vase. Raine planned to return the rest with an apology. 

She laid the check on the table. Ms. Pat’s sighing ceased. 

Raine grabbed J.J. from his crib and left the house before either 

woman found their words for each other.  

The sunshine from the day before had disappeared, hidden 

behind pale gray clouds. Raine welcomed the cover from the heat 

despite feeling a slight chill on her bare arms. She walked quickly 

down the street, pushing the stroller with purpose. The baby began to 

bounce once the library came into view. Raine released him into the 

children’s department while she returned her Florida books to the 

circulation bin. 

J.J. took a nosedive into the beanbag chair and let out a 

giggle. Raine watched him roll around, struggling to get back up. She 

held out her arm and he grabbed it for balance. She led him to the 

shelves and chose several books. He found the book with the rainbow 

trout from the day before and shoved it against her knees. She sat him 

on her lap. He turned the cardboard pages and pointed to each fish. 

Raine tried to name them all, but the boy started to squirm.  

“Shhh, baby,” Raine said. “Stop fussing.” He didn’t listen. 

He kept wiggling around her thighs and pushing her arms away from 

his chest. Raine looked around the room, worried the other parents 

would see her and complain about the noise. She held her grip tighter.  

J.J. turned his head and looked into his mother’s eyes. His 

little eyebrows arched. His eyes were wide, almost begging. Raine 

looked through him and saw his desire to be free. She knew he wanted 

to choose his own movement without feeling tethered to her. Rather 

than pacify him, she loosened her grip and let him leap forward. She 

heard his giggles leave a trail as he waddled down the aisles of the 

brightly colored books. Raine decided her son would never feel the 

sting of a hook. 
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Futile Wrath and Frantic Foam 
 

By K. C. Carmine 

 

 *Please Note: This story contains graphic sexual content. 

 

 

 

 

 

A small plant was the only possession Derrick took from his 

office on his last day of work. He walked out of the tall, glass building 

that had been so intimidating when he’d applied for the position in 

the law firm years before, but now, it felt like only a husk full of 

money-driven people who’d chewed him up and spat him out.  

The May sun blinded him as he walked, contemplating his 

life, formerly carefully crafted, when a shop window sign caught his 

attention. While Derrick stopped, the wave of people parting around 

him remained lost in their own worlds and continued their chatting, 

listening to music, texting, and zooming. His eyes landed on a shop 

window.  

Need a break? Island Travels can help!  

“Fuck it,” he said.  

A bell chimed as he opened the door and a young woman at 

the first desk smiled at him.  

“How may I help you?” she chirped, her ginger hair glowing 

in the afternoon sun, which streamed through the floor-to-ceiling 

windows.  

“Uhh,” he hesitated, gathering his thoughts. “I want to go 

somewhere… quiet.”  

“Excellent!” she clapped her hands. Taking in his bespoke 

suit, rich black skin tone, and full beard with apparent appreciation, 

she frowned when her eyes landed on his scarred hand. It took an 

exercise of will not to hide it under the table. He hated how self-

conscious he was about it, even after all these years. Her eyes snapped 
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back to his face, her smile returning. “How about a warm vacation in 

Greece, in one of the resorts,  

or—”  

“No, something less touristy.” The moment the words left 

his mouth, he realised that he wanted to escape the stifling air of 

London—the city he’d called home for years, along with its crowds 

and tourists. Did it really matter so much where, specifically, he 

would go? Perhaps not.  

“Oh...” Her eyebrows arched before her face brightened. “I 

may have just what you need!” From the very bottom of a pile of 

folders, she took out a binder. “Have you been to the Shetland 

Islands?”  

“No, actually, I haven’t,” he said, immediately liking the 

idea of a trip somewhere not too far, yet remote. He’d travelled 

around the world on both holiday and business, mainly to big cities, 

but he’d never explored the Scottish islands.  

“What dates are you looking for?”  

“What’s the nearest you have?”  

 

* * * 

 

 Happy with his impromptu decision, Derrick joined the 

West End’s lunchtime bustle. The crowd he’d been a part of made 

him recall the moment three months ago when he had finally had 

enough of the life of a barrister. After months spent defending a client 

on a triple murder charge, he had nothing left in reserve, mentally or 

emotionally. Despite his client's rightful conviction, Derrick hadn’t 

been able to face one moment more, so he’d returned to his office, 

and typed up his resignation letter.  

He regretted nothing.  

It seemed that now was the perfect time to take a breather, 

and decide on what he really wanted in life. He had enough savings 

to be knitting socks whilst watching the waves crash on a sandy beach 

for the rest of his life. That image of his future seemed very pleasing 

right now.  
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* * * 

 

Three days, a ferry, and a cab ride later, Derrick stepped onto 

the welcome mat of a small inn near the Sands of Meal Beach, in 

Burra, Shetland.  

“Stop footering about and come in!” came a yell from inside, 

laden with a heavy Scottish accent.  

The door squeaked as Derrick opened it, revealing a woman 

in her 60’s who gasped at the sight of him.  

“By Jove! I thought it was ma husband! Ye must be Derrick! 

Forgive the mess,” she said, indicating the pristine interior.  

“Yes, I am. You must be Mrs Tulloch.” He offered a friendly 

smile, mirroring hers.  

“Indeed. Please call me Moira.”  

The woman directed him up a steep, wooden staircase to his 

room. It had a double bed in the middle, with intricate carvings on 

the wooden headboard and a sheepskin rug on the floor. The painting 

of a beach hanging in the corner above the armchair completed the 

sheltered, cosy feel. Mrs Tulloch informed him that breakfast was at 

7:30 and not to be late, as her husband would be waiting to take him 

to the stables at 8:00 sharp. 

Since making the decision to change everything about the 

life he’d led, Derrick thought adding horse riding to the holiday had 

been a step in the right direction. After all, this trip was about 

reaching into himself and finding out what he wanted to do with his 

life. Why not pick up a hobby he used to love years ago? 

As it was still early evening, Derrick shrugged into a light 

jacket and ventured outside, following the hum of the waves. A few 

minutes' walk from the inn, the fields opened onto a beach facing the 

Atlantic Ocean. Despite the chilly air, he took off his boots and socks, 

sighing as his feet sank into the sand, the unmistakable feeling of 

freedom a clear sign of how much he’d needed this change. The stroll 

chilled him, the wind swept his short, usually perfectly coiffed hair 

every which way, and his beard itched with the sand particles in the 

air. Leaving his boots, he picked up a rock and hurled it into the 

ocean. The grey dot disappeared the moment it left his hand, the 
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waves swallowing the sound of it hitting the water. He threw another, 

channelling all his strength into it.  

One rock for the job he’d lost, another for the life he’d 

worked so hard to craft and ended up loathing. He didn’t get a chance 

to pick up a third. 

Derrick staggered back with a yelp of surprise at the sound 

of an angry neigh, accompanied by hooves hitting the sand. The black 

horse glistened in the moonlight as it charged directly at him, its long 

mane dancing in the wind, nostrils flared. Terror replaced the surprise 

as Derrick retreated quickly, falling on the sand, watching the large 

animal jump over him with effortless grace.  

The second neigh was a warning. Scrambling to his feet, 

Derrick shot towards the inn; his bare feet slapping the grass as he 

sprinted away, his thighs burning from the strain. Midway, a burst of 

hysterical laughter left him at the sheer pleasure of the run. He was 

no longer being chased, yet he continued running until he reached his 

lodgings.  

He snuck upstairs as quietly as he could, took a hot shower 

and lay in the comfy bed, still smiling at the ridiculousness of his 

adventure. Trying to recall as many details as he could, he closed his 

eyes. Before he’d started running, he’d glimpsed the gorgeous horse, 

who seemed to have run out of the ocean, with seaweed twisted in his 

mane and strewn across its flank.  

“Holy shit,” Derrick whispered as realisation slammed into 

him.  

Creatures of the preternatural had been known to exist for 

decades. Some chose to live among humans openly, some hid the 

other part of their life, deeming the world not yet ready to accept 

them. In many countries, shapeshifters and other humanoids were a 

unified part of society. Everything Derrick could remember about the 

horse, much bigger than a regular Icelandic breed, pointed to it being 

a tangie. Angry, covered in seaweed, and with a piercing gaze.  

Excited, Derrick lay awake, vowing that he’d go to the beach 

the next day in hopes of seeing the beautiful creature again.  
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* * * 

 

A knock woke him. Derrick sat up abruptly, looking around 

the room to remember where he was. He checked his phone: 7 AM—

thirty minutes until breakfast. After trimming his beard over the old-

fashioned, two-tap sink, he got dressed in clothes comfortable enough 

for horse-riding, then realised he’d left his boots on the beach. He’d 

have to buy a new pair before he could ride. However, when he 

opened the door to go downstairs, his boots waited for him in the 

hallway, suggesting someone must have found them on the beach and 

brought them to the closest inn. 

After a hearty breakfast, he followed Mr Tulloch for a walk 

around the grounds before they headed to the stables.  

A tall, young man was brushing an elegant horse when they 

approached. Standing patiently, the animal visibly enjoyed the man’s 

gentle touch. 

“Niall will take good care of you,” Mr Tulloch said, clapping 

the man on the shoulder with fatherly affection.  

Black hair falling over his eye, Niall looked at Derrick, 

nodded once, and extended his hand. Derrick shook it, glad he’d worn 

gloves, unwilling to draw attention to his scars when he was here to 

relax. 

“Have you ever ridden before?” Niall asked in a pleasant 

baritone.  

“Yes, quite a lot. But it was a lifetime ago,” Derrick replied, 

sighing at the fond memories.  

“Okay, let’s start slowly. Acquaint yourself with Bára here.” 

He indicated the chestnut Icelandic horse he’d been brushing.  

“Hello, gorgeous,” Derrick murmured to the horse, standing 

in her field of vision, showing his hand before he patted her neck 

gently. She snorted, lifting her head to nudge Derrick’s hair with her 

muzzle.  

“She likes you.” The surprise was clear in Niall’s voice.  

“I love horses, she must sense it somehow. They’re such 

smart animals,” Derrick cooed, stroking the horse’s cheek. From the 

corner of his eye, he saw a small smile adorn the young man’s face.  
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“I think she’s ready,” Niall said, leading Bára outside, 

indicating for Derrick to follow.  

With one hand on the saddle’s pommel, he placed his left 

foot in the stirrup and, with a little jump, swung the other leg over. 

Muscle memory.  

“That’s a good girl. She’s amazing,” he directed at Niall, 

who stood watching them intently. Derrick allowed himself an 

appraising stare back. The sure stance, sharp jawline, and lifted chin 

painted the picture of a strong, confident man. Slightly wavy hair fell 

over his face, obscuring one eye completely, while the other was the 

most brilliant shade of emerald green Derrick had ever seen.  

Only after Bára shook her head did Derrick glance away. 

Feeling caught, he cleared his throat and tightened his hold on the 

reins with both hands, thumbs up.  

With a nod of approval, Niall directed them to walk through 

the short grass.  

“Aren't you going to join me?” Derrick asked.  

“Maybe another time.”  

The silence that stretched between them was companionable, 

despite them knowing nothing about one another.  

 

* * * 

 

The next morning looked similar, with the exception of Niall 

joining Derrick on Patty, another unique Icelandic horse. Niall was a 

well of information about the creatures, spinning tales and trivia for 

the benefit of a completely enthralled Derrick.  

Within days, he found himself enjoying the scenery and 

company of the people so much, he started to consider the prospect 

of life in this remote place. When Mr Tulloch mentioned over 

breakfast that there was a neighbouring cottage for sale, Derrick 

asked to see it, instantly falling in love with the beautiful interior and 

the ocean view.  

It took four days of early morning rides, three hours each, 

for Niall to ask the question Derrick had expected the first day.  

“What made you stop riding?”  
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Derrick hesitated, slowing his horse.  

“You don’t have to tell me, forget I asked.”  

“No, it’s okay.” For an unfathomable reason, Derrick wanted 

to tell the story no one had been interested in for years. “My mother 

used to love horses,” he said, looking towards the beach. “She took 

me to learn on ponies at the local riding schools when I was young, 

then horses when I was a teen…” His voice trailed off as fond 

memories filled his mind.  

“Used to?” Niall asked, clicking his heels to urge his horse 

to catch up.  

“I stopped riding after she died.” He sighed as a different set 

of memories surfaced. Talking about her lessened the burden of the 

heavy memory, as if Niall was helping to carry the weight of it with 

him. Derrick recalled with horrid clarity how he’d been urged from 

the house by the fire brigade that night as they went back in to look 

for his mother.  

“I’m sorry.” The sincerity in Niall’s voice was so palpable, 

Derrick wished he could look at the man. Then again, he might break 

down if he saw pity marring that beautiful face.  

“Yeah, me too.”  

“Is that what happened to your hands?”  

“What?”  

“You’ve been wearing your gloves even when you don’t 

need them.”  

“Well, yeah... You’re one to talk,” Derrick scoffed without 

malice.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  

“You hide your glass eye behind your hair as if I didn’t see 

it the first day.”  

Niall snorted, the sound so similar to one a horse would 

make, it made Derrick smile, despite the stormy feelings inside him.  

“My hand’s badly burnt. I don’t like when people 

stare…especially if it's with disgust, or worse—pity.”  

“Then you know why I’m not ecstatic about showing my 

eye. I don’t care if you have scars or a past. You don’t have to hide 

from me.”  
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“Pot…kettle.”  

“Touché.”  

The lingering look they exchanged spoke volumes. Niall 

seemed to understand Derrick on a level no one ever had, and he felt 

that if given a chance, Derrick could understand the other man as 

well.  

The words Niall had spoken hit close to home. Derrick had 

been hiding his scars, his past, and his free spirit for years, but the 

events of the past several days urged him to break free from the self-

imposed bonds. Hoping that Niall would offer his story in return, 

Derrick stayed quiet.  

“How does a trot on the beach sound?” Niall asked instead, 

changing the subject.  

“Sounds good.” Derrick nodded, and they headed towards 

the water.  

With no one around, it felt like they were riding on the moon; 

just the expanse of the sand in front of them as they left hoofprints on 

the otherwise tide-smoothed surface.  

“Flying pace? Like we practised? I’ll race you to that 

seaweed.”  

“Deal,” Derrick accepted the challenge, squeezing his calves 

against his horse’s flanks.  

In a matter of moments, Bára’s legs moved in unison on each 

side, creating a distinct moment of suspension. It really felt like 

flying, and a whoop of excitement tore out from Derrick’s throat as 

he passed Niall.  

He was too excited, too in-the-moment to realise there was 

something washed out on the beach. In a matter of seconds, Bára 

flattened her ears and veered off their path. The rapid change in 

trajectory caused Derrick to lose his grip. From the corner of his eye, 

he saw Bára’s foaming mouth and her wide-eyed, scared expression 

before he flew off her completely.  

His back hit the sand, punching the air out of his lungs and 

he lay there, taking in gulps of salty air. He heard his name being 

yelled before a worried face framed by black wavy hair appeared 

above him.  
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“Are you okay?” Niall asked, the mid-morning sun bathing 

him in an angelic glow.  

Smiling softly, Derrick lifted a hand to brush the strands of 

hair from the obscured eye. Niall’s lips thinned into a line, but he 

didn’t move.  

“You’re so pretty…” Derrick breathed.  

This time, Niall pulled away and stood up.  

“You hit your head. Let’s get you back to the house.”  

Derrick wanted to protest, unwilling to let Niall diminish the 

compliment. Instead, however, he took the offered hand and let 

himself be pulled to his feet.  

“Can you walk?” Niall asked, already moving towards the 

house.  

“Yeah, I’m fine. What about the horses?” He motioned to 

Bára and Patty, skittering away along the surf.  

“They can find their way back. I’ll check on them later.”  

 

* * * 

 

The downstairs of the inn was equipped with a long bar and 

several tables with chairs. It was bustling with the locals in the 

evenings, but during the day, it was mostly empty.  

“Milk and one sugar?” Niall asked, making his way behind 

the bar and into the kitchen, through a swinging door.  

“Yeah.” A bit sore, Derrick followed. “I’ve never been 

behind a bar,” he confessed, looking around. “I didn’t expect a full-

sized kitchen.”  

“Moira is an excellent cook. And we don’t usually allow 

guests behind the counter.”  

“I feel very special then.”  

Niall glanced over his shoulder, a soft expression on his face 

before he looked back to click on the kettle.  

“They’re good people,” Niall said, taking out teacups and a 

teapot from a cupboard and indicating for Derrick to sit at the small 

table by the wall.  
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“The Tullochs? Yeah, they seem so. At first, I thought they 

were your parents.”  

Niall’s hands froze for a second before he resumed making 

tea. “They might as well be.”  

“There’s a story there, huh?”  

Derrick watched Niall’s shoulders shrug, coupled with a sigh 

before he poured the tea and took a seat in front of him by the table.  

“They took me in when I was eight. I was a problem child, 

and was just waiting for them to get rid of me, to give up on me.”  

“I guess they didn’t.” Derrick blew on his tea, his eyes never 

leaving Niall.  

“Nope. They were more stubborn than me in that respect,” 

Niall chuckled, but his eyes shone with fond, yet clearly difficult, 

memories.  

“I’m glad.”  

“How so?”  

“I wouldn’t have met you,” Derrick said with sincerity. “And 

no, I didn’t hurt my head,” he added, just when he saw a sassy reply 

begin to form on Niall’s lips.  

Derrick reached over the kitchen table to place his scarred 

hand on Niall’s where it was holding the cup. 

Instead of pulling away, Niall looked at Derrick and raked 

his free hand through his hair to pull it off his face. It was a sign of 

trust, and Derrick cherished it more than he dared to admit.  

Their gazes met.  

The moment was filled with breathless clarity, a realisation 

of how much the two of them had clicked in just over a week. It was 

as if everything that had happened to Derrick in his life had led him 

to this place—to meet this man.  

“I take back my previous statement,” Derrick breathed, 

completely enthralled by the open emotion in Niall’s expression. 

“You’re not pretty; you’re absolutely gorgeous.”  

Derrick smiled, and this time, Niall didn’t shy away from the 

gaze nor the compliment, but returned the smile.  

“You’re not so bad yourself.”  
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It was time they stopped denying what they both clearly 

wanted. The flutter that had started in Derrick's abdomen the moment 

he touched Niall’s hand now spread throughout his body. Filled with 

elation, he leaned forward. The kiss was a soft meeting of lips, both 

a question and an answer. Niall tasted of the ocean, adventure and 

peace, all mixed into one.  

It was perfect.  

He was perfect.  

“Lads? Are ye here?” Mrs Tulloch’s voice from the bar area 

broke the hazy bubble of the moment. They pulled away, sitting back 

in their respective chairs as if they’d been caught doing something 

wrong. In truth, Derrick felt like he hadn’t done something so right 

for a long time. Longer than he could remember.  

“I need to check on the horses—”  

“I need a shower—”  

They spoke in unison, standing up in tandem, their chairs 

scraping on the wooden floor. The expression on Mrs Tulloch’s face 

as she appeared in the doorway said that she wasn’t fooled in the 

slightest. She smiled at them fondly and nodded at the semi-awkward 

greetings they offered.  

“Lunch in an hour. Dinnae be late!” she yelled after them, 

mirth clear in her voice.  

 

* * * 

 

That evening, Derrick lay in bed, grinning like an idiot, 

reliving the kiss over and over again. The buzz of excitement 

coursing through him made him spring up and head to the beach, 

illuminated by the full moon. He wanted to make the best of the last 

two days of this trip.  

As if waiting for him, the black horse, was running along the 

beach, its rockstar mane wind-blown and shining under the stars. 

Noticing it wasn’t alone, it slowed down on its approach, hooves 

kicking the pale sand.  

Frozen in place, Derrick held his breath, unsure what to 

expect. He had been coming to the beach since the first evening he’d 
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seen the magnificent creature. Why did it show itself to Derrick again 

only now, after nearly two weeks?  

The animal stopped a few metres away then neighed, tossing 

its head. A gasp tore out of Derrick’s throat when he noticed the 

horse’s left eye was reflecting the moonlight.  

“Niall?” he croaked, not so much in disbelief as in awe. He’d 

had his suspicions.  

The horse—the shifter—nickered in affirmation and Derrick 

held out his hand, taking a step closer. The silky soft cheek of the big 

creature felt warm against Derrick’s hand as he gently patted the 

animal’s flank.  

“It’s really you, isn’t it?” he whispered. “How 

extraordinary…”  

The horse pulled away, reared, neighed, and ran straight into 

the ocean. The evening waves swallowed the black figure within 

moments, leaving Derrick speechless and grinning as if he’d just 

unearthed the mysteries of the universe.  

 

* * * 

 

He returned to bed, and when he finally let the oblivion of 

sleep pull him under, he dreamt of holding onto a black, wavy mane, 

the wind blowing in his face, as they galloped along the beach.  

The squeak of the window opening woke him up just a few 

hours later. Bleary-eyed and panicked, he scrambled to reach for his 

shoe before he sat up, ready to face the intruder.  

“That’s your weapon of choice?” Niall’s sassy voice made 

Derrick sag back into his pillows with relief.  

“What are you doing here? Wait, no. I have a lot more 

pressing questions.” Derrick reached for the lamp on the bedside 

table, letting the shoe drop to the floor.  

Niall shrugged. “You asked me about my story. Now you 

know.”  

“You’re a tangie, an, umm, each-uisge,” he tried 

pronouncing it in Scottish Gaelic. “Wow, just…” he grinned. “I don’t 

even know what to ask first.”  
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“Can I sit?” Niall indicated the foot of the bed and Derrick 

nodded. “I know I have nothing to be afraid of, not anymore, but…” 

He shook his head and took a deep breath before continuing. “I was 

eight when my parents and I were attacked by anti-shifters. They 

were the ones advocating to support the drug.”  

“I remember when that was an issue,” Derrick said 

sympathetically. The ‘definite drug’ or ‘the cure’, as they called it, 

had been created for all humanoids able to take any other form. They 

had been forced to choose to forever remain in one form or the other. 

Only years later was it confirmed that those who had taken the drug 

had trouble coping with their decision, the hormonal changes causing 

psychotic behaviour being one of the milder side effects. Many had 

been driven to suicide by the loss of such an integral part of their 

identity.  

“What happened?” Derrick asked quietly. 

“They threw rocks at my parents and me at the beach when 

we were in horse form,” Niall looked at Derrick, making him recall 

how he’d done just that his first night at the beach. “After they saw 

us change form.”  

“No wonder you charged at me. I’m sorry, I wasn’t 

thinking.”  

“No, it’s fine. You didn’t know. But when I was underwater 

and a rock landed next to me, it triggered a lot of memories and…” 

He sighed. “I should be the one apologising.”  

“I was scared shitless at the sight of you with nostrils flared. 

But I haven't felt that excited in years. How fucked up is that?” 

Derrick laughed and Niall joined him with a hearty chuckle, before 

they grew serious again.  

“My father was injured that night and so was I,” Niall 

pointed to his eye. “That made him decide that he didn’t want to live 

in a world that allowed such hostility towards our kind.”  

“He took the drug.”  

“Yeah. Mum begged him not to, but in time, he convinced 

her to take it as well. I was too young to be eligible, thankfully. They 

had to wait until I was post-pubescent or I could have died. Dad lost 

his link to humanity within weeks, becoming a wild beast, not 
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recalling who he’d been, not recognising mum or me. She tried to 

keep things together, but was losing it too, slowly. When she realised 

that, she told me to run. Lachlan—Mr Tulloch—found me on the 

beach with the morning tide.”  

“I’m sorry about what happened to you…your parents.” 

Derrick leaned to put a hand on Niall’s that was resting on the bed 

between them.  

“I was lucky to find new ones,” Niall took Derrick’s hand, 

squeezing it in acceptance of the gesture. With the pad of his finger, 

he traced the scars on it with reverence before he lifted the hand to 

place the softest of kisses on it, melting Derrick’s heart.  

At that moment, Derrick couldn't believe he'd met someone 

who understood him so well and without judgement; someone who 

had gone through hell, yet had so much compassion for others. 

Derrick knew he had found a rare gem, a diamond in the rough. He 

tightened his hand around Niall’s, unwilling to let go.  

“Tell me to leave,” Niall breathed in the semi-darkness, his 

voice taking on a heady tone.  

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Derrick smiled, throwing the duvet 

to the floor.  

He leaned forward, reaching for Niall who followed his lead 

without another word.  

They met in the middle, their lips touching just for a moment 

before Derrick felt Niall’s tongue sneak out.  

Derrick moaned, opening into the kiss, sliding his tongue 

along Niall’s, into his waiting mouth. It was deeper than their first 

kiss, filled with determination rather than hesitance. “Are you sure 

you want to do this?” Derrick asked, breaking away. He had to be 

certain.  

Niall smirked, placing a warm hand on Derrick’s cheek.  

“I've been sure for a while. Now...I need you inside me.” The 

sultry tone and the invitation itself made Derrick open his mouth in 

shock at the rapid acceleration of the evening. “Oh, don't act shy all 

of a sudden,” Niall scolded, poking Derrick’s chest with a finger.  

Oh, it is on.  
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Derrick lunged, pinning Niall to the bed, peppering his neck 

with kisses.  

“That's more like it,” Niall purred, pulling away to take off 

his t-shirt. Derrick did the same. They looked at each other for a 

heated moment, before removing the rest of their clothing.  

One thing that Derrick had learnt in the last few weeks was 

that taking chances and following his gut was sometimes the best 

course of action. No matter what happened later, he would always 

have this night to remember.  

Spreading Niall’s pale legs wide, Derrick nipped the inside 

of his thigh before he let his tongue explore.  

“You taste like the ocean,” he breathed, right above Niall’s 

cock. And I want to bathe in you until I drown in ecstasy.  

The soft gasp that left Niall’s lips was an indication that 

Derrick’s ministrations were being well received. Sucking slowly, he 

massaged the sensitive spot behind Niall’s balls with two fingers. The 

pitch of Niall’s naturally low voice rose as his head thrashed on the 

pillow, his hands gripping the sheets.  

“Inside me!” he commanded, arching his back.  

“Not yet,” Derrick growled, kissing Niall’s hip.  

He climbed off the bed, only to rush back with a travel-sized 

bottle of lube and a strip of condoms.  

“You pack everything with you, huh?”  

“Essentials only, but if you think I haven't wanked thinking 

of you for the last week, you are sorely mistaken,” Derrick smirked, 

squirting a fair amount of lube on his fingers.  

“Ohhhhhh,” Niall breathed out slowly when Derrick 

prepared him. “Yeah, like that…” His needy whispers were the most 

erotic poetry Derrick had ever heard.  

He needed to hear more.  

Crooking his fingers, Derrick reached Niall’s prostate and 

massaged it gently, causing Niall to arch on the bed and release a 

string of curses that sounded like the local dialect.  

“Fuck, Derrick! Inside me now, or I’m—ahhhhhh… I’m—”  

Encouraged, Derrick climbed over Niall to capture his 

mouth. The hungry, desperate, and messy kiss was the culmination 
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of the build-up they had endured until they finally exploded under the 

pressure of lust.  

Derrick yelped in surprise when Niall turned them over, 

straddling Derrick’s hips. He was a bit taller than Derrick, and a lot 

stronger than he looked. Derrick loved it. 

Pinkened cheeks, parted lips, and messy waves created a 

vision of the ultimate beauty, and Derrick was momentarily stricken. 

Gentle hands caressed his face when Niall looked down at him as if 

trying to commit this moment to memory.  

A split second of sadness passed over Niall’s face before the 

heat in his emerald eye returned, and he leaned in again. Derrick 

poured his feelings into the kiss, wanting to reassure Niall that this 

was not a goodbye. When a moment later Niall reached between 

them, all coherent thought left his brain. Niall stroked gently before 

he made quick work of opening the packet, rolling on the condom 

and positioning himself.  

Derrick sucked in a breath when he felt the tight heat of 

Niall’s body around the head of his erection. Exquisite.  

Niall threw his head back with a lewd moan; the expanse of 

his leanly muscled chest tensing in the soft light. Tracing the abs born 

of practicality with his fingertips, Derrick watched Niall lower 

himself gradually until he was fully seated.  

His sizable length now lay on Derrick’s abdomen, the head 

beckoning as it glistened with precome. Wrapping his fingers around 

it, Derrick thumbed across the tip, before he pumped it, twisting his 

wrist on the upstroke.  

“You feel so good…” Niall moaned, rotated his hips, then 

moved, riding Derrick before he leaned forward, their faces inches 

apart.  

Through a haze of heat and lust, Derrick registered their 

needy and pleading noises, punctuated by grunts of pleasure.  

“I'm close,” Derrick whispered against Niall’s lips. The 

other man nodded, straightening his back to lift himself then slam 

back down in a bewitching dance. Following the rhythm, Derrick 

pistoned his hips up whilst still retaining his grip.  
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A loud, beautiful sound of bliss left Niall’s lips as his 

graceful body arched, muscles straining.  

He was a sight to behold.  

When the contractions of Niall’s orgasm gripped Derrick 

even tighter, ribbons of white come hitting his chest, tingling heat 

spread from Derrick’s abdomen as well, travelling through every inch 

of his body. Squeezing his lover’s thighs with his hands, he delivered 

one more thrust before a tidal wave of ecstasy washed over him. 

Bathing in it, he groaned Niall’s name over and over again.  

Only their rasping breaths filled the night when they both 

finally stilled, Niall collapsing against Derrick. Turning to his side, 

Derrick moved a lock of hair from his lover’s face to admire his 

profile. For several lazy moments, he stroked the warm, naked skin 

covered in a sheen of sweat, tracing the hard muscles of Niall’s arm 

and abdomen. The peaceful moment had none of the post-orgasm 

awkwardness Derrick was used to after sex with blokes he’d picked 

up at bars and clubs when the craving hit. This was no quick solution 

to acute lust, though—no, this was so much more. 

With a sated sigh, Niall curled on the bed with his head on 

Derrick's biceps.  

“So, did you climb through the window many times before 

tonight?” Derrick teased good-humouredly, twirling a lock of Niall’s 

hair around his finger.  

Nial’s shrug took Derrick aback—as if a bucket of ice-cold 

water had been poured on his head. 

“Oh…”  

“Sex is intimate, but it takes more to bare a soul,” was Niall’s 

reply.  

“Like what?” Derrick asked, his hand still in Niall’s hair 

despite the hurt he felt at the revelation.  

“Mounting a tangie in their true form is the ultimate sign of 

trust and affection. It would be for me. Running makes me feel free. 

Sharing that and the connection it builds would be truly special.” 

Derrick nodded, listening, hoping there would come a day he could 

earn that level of trust. “It’s said that the rider feels some of the 



For Page & Screen Issue 1, 2022 105 

tangie's power, and it’s important not to let it go into their head. A 

human can go deranged after dismounting.”  

“Has that ever happened to whoever rode you in horse 

form?” Derrick asked, the pang of jealousy strong in his chest.  

“No one ever has,” Niall lifted his head to smile at Derrick 

before he kissed his pec and pulled him close. “You’re pouting.” 

Niall frowned, as if oblivious to what he’d just said.  

“Sorry... This whole trip… you… all of it just seemed too 

perfect. Yet I still—I hoped there was something between us... that 

together we could—”  

“No, stop.” Niall placed a hand on Derrick’s chest. “I don't 

believe in fairy tales.”  

Derrick snorted; he was looking at a fairy tale that had 

become his reality. “But I believe in second chances in life.”  

“You're leaving in two days anyway…” Niall’s voice was 

tinged with annoyance, but he laid his head back down.  

“But I’ll be back.”  

“Mmmhmm,” Niall murmured in disbelief.  

“I really will, I even—”  

“No, I don't want empty promises. I can’t take that. Not from 

you. And you shouldn’t be making rash decisions anyway.”  

“All the rash decisions I made lately, led me here, to you. I 

don't regret a single one of them.”  

Niall nodded against Derrick’s chest but his face was hidden 

from view. Was he sad? Had he heard many promises like that and 

none were ever true? Derrick had meant what he’d said, he’d already 

made arrangements with the house. He would return soon to get to 

know Niall more, to spend more time together if the man would let 

him.  

Niall was more than a lover to him, he was his friend.  

 

* * * 

 

Derrick woke up to an empty, cold bed. He hadn't expected 

Niall to stay, but had hoped for it nonetheless. How naive. With 

practised efficiency, he dressed and headed downstairs.  
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“Morning, Derrick,” Mr Tulloch said from behind his paper. 

“I hope you don't mind that I told Niall about your interest in buying 

the McDonald's cottage. It came up in the conversation,” he added 

apologetically. “Are you still interested in buying the house?”  

“I’ve already bought it,” Derrick divulged in a sleepy tone, 

heading towards the door to meet Niall for their daily ride.  

He froze in the doorway to the sight of a beautiful, black 

horse standing on the grass.  

“Niall,” he whispered, running towards his friend, his face 

breaking into a smile.  

Niall neighed, tossing his head before he lowered onto his 

front legs in an unambiguous sign of invitation. Derrick understood 

the message—the declaration of ultimate trust.  

Taking a deep breath, Derrick sprang up to mount, grabbing 

a handful of mane to assist with getting onto the back which sat at a 

considerable height. Once seated safely, he felt a jolt of immediate 

energy. It was the electric pulse of an unmistakable link that formed 

between the rider and the horse who was human underneath. He was 

a part of a whole now. At that moment, the two of them became a 

linked entity.  

With unshakeable certainty, Derrick knew it was the 

beginning of the rest of his life.  

The sea breeze tousled Derrick’s hair, and he held onto 

Niall’s mane as they galloped along the beach. A bubble of laughter 

escaped him before he whooped with joy.  

 

 

  

*Title inspired by a line from the poem “The Sheep Thief” by Eric 

Duncan. Published in a collection “Rural Rhymes, and the Sheep 

Thief’ in 1896.  
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Dorothy 

 
By Saige Harlowe 

 

 

 

 

 

 The television in the window of the electronics store emitted 

a soft glow. The face of the young woman on the screen moved as if 

she were speaking but, for the people passing by, there was no voice 

attached to the moving picture. Most of them no doubt knew what her 

voice sounded like; hell, some of them were probably listening to her 

through their headphones, singing soft tunes about love and how 

beautiful it is to be known.  

 Nora had given up on true love the day Dorothy had left her, 

and she hadn’t considered believing in it again since. When Dorothy 

had made her big break and started singing, Nora had found it ironic 

that she sang about love and being known when she had only gotten 

there by breaking up love and leaving the person that knew her best. 

Maybe that observation made Nora bitter, but at least it didn’t make 

her a hypocrite.  

 The bus pulled up, blocking the electronics store from view, 

and a rush of warmth swallowed Nora as she stepped inside. She paid 

her fare, sinking into a seat toward the back of the bus with her bags 

beside her. She fished out her headphones and plugged them into her 

phone before hitting shuffle.  

 And of course, Dorothy’s voice was the one to come rushing 

into her ears.  

 Nora pulled her headphones out of her ears, shoving them 

and her phone back into her bag. She didn’t know why she had ever 

downloaded any of Dorothy’s songs in the first place. Curiosity, 

maybe? But at this point, it felt like they were just there to hurt her. 

Maybe they were just there to hurt her because anything that 

reminded her of Dorothy tended to hurt. Why would her songs be any 

different?  
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 As the bus wove its way through the city the rain from the 

morning picked up again, water splashing from beneath the tyres of 

the bus. Nora tried to focus on nothing but the rain as she stared out 

the window, but emptying her mind proved a difficult task. Even 

without her sensitive hearing the bus was loud; a baby down the front 

was crying, two old ladies were chatting across from her, and the 

group of teenagers behind her yelled at one another. She 

contemplated pulling her headphones back out of her bag but recoiled 

at the wave that rushed through her chest at even the chance of 

hearing Dorothy’s voice again. 

 Dorothy stayed on Nora’s mind as she got off the bus and 

walked half a block to her apartment building. Dorothy stayed on 

Nora’s mind as she climbed the four flights of stairs to get up to her 

apartment. Dorothy stayed on Nora’s mind as she fished her keys out 

of her jacket pocket while water dripped down the back of her neck. 

If she had still been human, she would have shivered at the sensation, 

but it was nothing more than an uncomfortable feeling. 

 Though she had only listened to it for mere seconds, 

Dorothy’s singing would not leave her mind. She was unable to drag 

her thoughts away from the very first years that she and Dorothy had 

been together, all the way back in the 1920s. Back when no choice 

had been necessary, when they could be together while Dorothy 

chased her dream of singing. Back before constant camera flashes 

and the desire to be in front of them had made her feel as if she had 

to choose between Nora and putting her songs out into the world. 

 Those songs had just been for Nora once. Now, Dorothy 

sang them to the whole world.  

 

* * * 

 

 Dorothy’s hands were feather-light in Nora’s hair, brushing 

the strands back from her head in slow, repetitive movements. Nora 

had had her eyes shut as she lie in her lover’s lap, but she opened 

them now, looking up at Dorothy. Noticing her, Dorothy smiled, her 

cheeks flushing pink when Nora winked.  
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 “I thought you were sleeping.” Dorothy moved her hand to 

Nora’s cheek, brushing away a lock of hair that had come to rest 

there.  

 “While you’re singing?” Nora smiled. “Not a chance.”  

 Dorothy’s cheeks turned from pink to burning red. Nora 

reached up with one hand to push a curl of Dorothy’s blonde hair 

behind her ear. She kept her hand raised, placing it gently on the side 

of Dorothy’s neck. Dorothy reached for Nora’s hand with the one she 

didn’t have tangled in her hair and, lifting it off her neck, kissed it 

just above the knuckles.  

 

* * * 

 

 That decade was the happiest Nora had ever been, but it was 

tainted now with the realisation that, for Dorothy, it had been less 

significant. Because if it had really mattered, she wouldn’t have left 

Nora behind to chase a life in front of the flashing cameras, would 

she? Back then, the eyes of the world had only been on Dorothy when 

she had been performing. The rest of the time, she had been Nora’s 

and no-one else’s and, though Dorothy had grown to dislike this, 

these private moments had been Nora’s favourites. 

 Did that make Nora selfish? She didn’t think so but, as she 

packed away her shopping, the thought hovered in her mind like a fly 

around rotten food. She didn’t think that wanting to be loved by 

someone—and wanting that person to be there to love her in return—

made her selfish. But Dorothy must have, mustn’t she? Wouldn’t she 

have been here otherwise?  

 Throwing her coat over her arm, Nora picked up the empty 

bags off the counter and stowed them in the cupboard. She left the 

kitchen, the only noises the humming of electricity and the click of 

her boots on the thin carpet. Passing the living room, she glanced in 

through the doorway, eyes glossing over the turned-off television set 

and the couch across from it, empty aside from the cushions she had 

collected over the years.  

 Except the couch wasn’t empty. She froze mid-step, turning 

her body toward the living room. 
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 At first she thought she was dreaming, or perhaps 

hallucinating, because there was no way that Dorothy would really 

be in her apartment. But had her thoughts been getting to her that 

much? Had she really been thinking about Dorothy to the point that 

her mind would trick her into thinking she was here? Nora blinked. 

When she opened her eyes, Dorothy was still there.  

 She really was here. Obviously she had broken in because 

Nora hadn’t let her inside. Nora should have been angry at that, but 

her temper didn’t rise and no anger flushed through her body. Which 

was probably good, because feeling angry meant feeling hungry and 

she didn’t want to have to go through the process of trying to appease 

her appetite when she had the bigger issue of her famous ex-girlfriend 

sitting, uninvited, on her couch.  

 Why was her famous ex-girlfriend sitting, uninvited, on her 

couch? 

 “Nora.” Dorothy spoke first, in that soft tone that almost 

made Nora melt on the spot, even now. She had missed that voice 

more than she would ever admit, either out loud or to herself.  

 Nora straightened her back and cleared her throat. “Dorothy. 

What are you doing here?” She crossed her arms and immediately 

regretted it as the water from her coat soaked her sleeve, the cotton 

clinging to her skin. She scrunched up her nose. 

 “I missed you,” Dorothy replied and then, after a brief pause, 

added “should I not have come?”  

 “No, it’s fine. Though you should knock next time.” Nora 

uncrossed her arms, but the damp feeling did not subside.  

 “Would you like there to be a next time, then?” Dorothy’s 

red lips lifted into a smile. Nora had to avert her eyes to stop herself 

from involuntarily smiling back.  

 “I need to change.” Without waiting for a response, Nora 

hurried down the hall, stepped into her bedroom and pushed the door 

closed with a thud.  

 She sighed, a second thud ringing out as she fell against the 

wall. She let the coat drop to the floor, the water collected on it 

soaking into the carpet. If she had been alone in her apartment, she 

would have cursed out loud. Though if she had been alone in her 
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apartment, she probably wouldn’t have wanted to curse in the first 

place. 

 Why is Dorothy here? For a moment, she worried that 

Dorothy had somehow read her mind, that she had known Nora had 

been thinking about her and showed up for that very reason. That 

thought was quickly dismissed as irrational. Nora thinking about 

Dorothy the same day she showed up was a mere coincidence. But 

why, then, was Dorothy here? 

 Nora sighed again. Pushing herself off the wall, she pulled 

off her shirt, letting it drop to the floor. Opening her wardrobe, she 

stared at her clothes—what are you supposed to wear when your ex 

from decades ago shows up in your apartment unannounced—before 

deciding on a blue sweater. She pulled it off the hanger and over her 

head, stepping in front of the mirror. 

 She didn’t just look like she had walked through the rain. 

She looked like she had almost drowned in it. She groaned, covering 

her face with her hands. Stepping away from the mirror, she grabbed 

a scrunchie off her bedside table and pulled her hair back into a 

ponytail. Looking in the mirror again, her eyes were drawn to her 

jeans, covered in splashes of water. After kicking off her boots, she 

changed into a pair of shorts. Finding no more water on her clothes 

in her third self-inspection, she pushed out a breath and dug her toes 

into the carpet before leaving her room. Her footsteps were silent as 

she made her way up the hall. Stopping at the entrance to the living 

room, she looked inside to find it empty.  

 “Herbal tea is still your favourite, isn’t it?” Dorothy’s voice 

chimed. Nora padded further up the hall, stopping when she reached 

the kitchen. She leaned against the doorframe with one shoulder, 

crossing her arms. Dorothy was facing away from her, one hand on 

the pantry door as the other sifted through the blood bags stacked 

inside. Sure, blood bags weren’t as fresh as getting it straight from 

the source when you needed it, but they were far less likely to draw 

attention. Plus, Nora had a friend that gave her a discount if she 

brought in bulk.  

 “Uh—yeah, it is,” she choked out, those words the only ones 

she could manage. Dorothy was in her kitchen, navigating it as if it 
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were hers too, and that was something that she had thought would 

never happen again. Dorothy pulled out a bag with ‘herbal tea’ 

scrawled across the front. 

 Nora wanted to speak, to ask the questions that had been 

milling about in her mind since she had stepped into her bedroom. 

But now that she was here, with Dorothy standing right in front of 

her, she was finding it difficult to get any words out at all, let alone 

ones that felt so heavy. So, for a while, she permitted herself to say 

nothing at all.  

 But the blood had soon been put into two mugs (an 

emulation of real tea that almost made her smile) and she knew she 

had to speak now or she might never speak again, and that certainly 

wasn’t an option. She crossed the kitchen and picked up the mug 

Dorothy had left for her, cradling it in her hands as she sank onto one 

of the stools.  

 She cleared her throat. “What are you doing here?” 

 Dorothy’s shoulders drooped and she put her mug down, 

leaning against the counter with both hands. “You don’t want me 

here, do you?” Dorothy lifted one hand and ran it through her blonde 

hair, ruining her perfect hairstyle. “Of course you don’t. I walked out 

on you. Why the hell did I think you’d want to see me again?”  

 “It isn’t that.” The words came out of Nora’s mouth before 

she had realised she was considering saying them. “I just don’t know 

why you’re here. It has been thirty years after all.”  

 Dorothy nodded, but her posture stayed the same. “I’ve been 

thinking a lot lately about me and my life, which led to thinking about 

you and us.” She walked around the side of the counter, sitting on the 

stool beside Nora. “I decided that…I don’t want to be known because 

of who I am, or the people that I know. I don’t want to be known for 

my voice, or my songs, or the things I sell in advertisements on TV. 

I—” She looked down at her hands. “I want to be known for me. For 

who I am, the things I love and the things I just can’t stand. And the 

only person that knows me like that is you, Nora.” 

 Nora’s hands began to shake and she put down her mug, the 

ceramic clattering against the bench. She was starting to think 

Dorothy really had read her mind, or at the very least her diary, 
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because she had been thinking the same things on and off for years. 

Minus the being famous and recognised by everyone she met, of 

course.  

 But could she do this again? Could she be happy with 

Dorothy? Did she even want to do this, to try and be happy with 

Dorothy again? No, those weren’t the questions she needed to ask 

herself; she had known for years that she wanted back what she had 

had with Dorothy. She had gone through the waves of denying and 

accepting it over and over again until the act of doing it was more 

routine than anything else.  

 But was wanting it enough for it to work?  

 “Dorothy—” 

 “I know what you’re going to say, Nora. I grasped the weight 

of the words I was about to say to you the second you walked in the 

door. I know you don’t know if you can trust me after the way I left 

last time. I know it’s my fault you’re not sure if you can trust me, and 

I know that makes me look like the most selfish and ignorant person 

in the world for coming back like this.” Dorothy pushed out a laugh 

that sounded more like a breath than an exclamation of amusement. 

“You can tell me to fuck off if you want to. I’ll understand.”  

 “I don’t want to tell you to fuck off, Dorothy, I—” Nora 

sighed. “I don’t know what I want to say. I don’t know when I’ll 

know either.” She felt a pang of guilt saying those words, but they 

were true. She didn’t know when she would be ready to try again or 

even if she would be ready at all.  

 “Of course. I don’t expect you to know straight away. You 

might never know, and that’s okay too. I just…I think I should go.” 

Dorothy stood up.  

 “No!” Nora stood up too. Dorothy turned to look at her, eyes 

wide and eyebrows high. “You don’t have to go. I mean, you haven’t 

even finished your drink.”  

 “It’s okay,” Dorothy replied, “it was quite presumptuous of 

me to pour myself a drink at all. I’ll just get my coat and go. I’m sorry 

for barging in like this.” Dorothy gave a weak smile before turning 

and moving toward the hall.  
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 “I don’t want you to go,” Nora said. Dorothy stopped in the 

kitchen doorway, turning to look at her. “I want you to stay and drink 

tea with me.”  

 Dorothy’s lips lifted into a faint smile. “Are you sure?”  

 “I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t.”  

 Dorothy’s smile widened. “Okay then, I’ll stay.”  

 Nora sat down at the counter again, wearing a smile of her 

own as she picked up her mug. Dorothy sat down beside her.  

 “This is a nice place,” Dorothy said between sips of her 

drink, which stained her lips a new shade of red, “when did you move 

here?”  

 “Almost six years ago.” Nora shifted on her stool, facing 

Dorothy. “Normally I’d be looking to move by now, but the landlord 

seems to be happy someone’s renting the place without making her 

tear up all the carpet, so I don’t think she’s noticed anything unusual. 

Even if she had, I don’t think she’d say anything.”  

 “Still,” Dorothy cautioned, “be careful. You know what 

happens when a vampire stays in the same place for too long.”  

 “Says the one on every television screen around the 

country.” Nora nudged Dorothy with an elbow. “And probably a lot 

more outside the country too.”  

 “If you know I’m on screens everywhere, then you also 

know I’m much better at faking aging than you.” Dorothy smirked 

and Nora faux-gasped, elbowing her again. “But I think I’m going to 

give that up soon.”  

 Nora’s smile dropped, eyebrows furrowing low. “So what, 

you’re just giving up on your dream? This is what you wanted more 

than anything, Dor.”  

 Trust me, she had to bite her tongue to stop herself from 

adding, I would know. 

 “I know. And it is what I wanted, and I’m glad I got it. But 

did you seriously forget my whole speech about wanting to be 

known?” Dorothy raised an eyebrow, which made Nora laugh. “It’s 

been nice while I’ve had it, sure, but I’ve discovered there are things 

in life more important than being on every screen in the country.”  
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 “Oh really?” Nora sipped her drink. “And what might those 

things be?”  

 Dorothy laughed. “You weren’t listening to anything I said, 

were you?”  

 “Oh no, I was,” Nora replied, “I just want to hear you say it 

again. Hearing you admit you made a couple of mistakes is a big 

moment for me.”  

 When Dorothy laughed again, Nora joined her. “Being 

known and loved by one person,” Dorothy said once their laughter 

had died down, “that’s what’s more important than being known by 

the whole world.” 

 Nora smiled, lifting her mug to rest against her chin. Dorothy 

smiled back at her, before turning away as she put her mug down. 

Nora was still looking at her when she lifted her head again. Realising 

she had been staring, Nora cleared her throat. Looking down at 

Dorothy’s mug, she found it empty, nothing left but the red stain of 

blood around the rim.  

 “Would you like another drink?” Nora asked, using the 

counter to pull herself to her feet.  

 “Oh no, that’s okay. I should probably leave you be anyway. 

I’ve intruded long enough.” Dorothy got to her feet.  

 “If you want to go, that’s fine, but I’d like you to stay.” Nora 

placed her hands on the counter, fingers lacing themselves together 

as she watched Dorothy.  

 She had seen Dorothy on television enough times to know 

what she looked like when she felt confident—whether it was in an 

interview, an advertisement, or a music video put on at 2AM when 

the rest of the world was sleeping. That wasn’t how she looked now. 

Sure, maybe it was because there were no bright lights, no stage 

make-up, and no fancy dresses. Maybe it had been too long since they 

had seen one another face to face and Nora had no idea what she was 

talking about. But she swore, just to herself, that Dorothy looked 

nervous. 

 “Are you sure?” Dorothy asked. “You said you needed time, 

and I don’t want to—” 
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 “I’d like you to stay,” Nora repeated, “if you’re comfortable 

doing so, I’d like it if you stayed.” 

 Dorothy smiled, lowering herself back onto the stool. “Okay 

then, I’ll stay. But only if we drink something stronger this time.” 

 So they did.  
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Metamorphosis 
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 “I’m not going!” I throw my arms into the air with 

frustration. My dad pokes his head around the door to see what’s 

going on. Seeing that the coast is clear and there aren’t any objects 

flying across the room, he enters my bedroom and stands behind me 

looking at my reflection in the mirror. I stare at his large hairy hands 

placed on my shoulders.  

 “Deep breath, son.” He picks up my tie, untangles it and 

drapes it around my neck, tying it into a perfect knot.  

 “What if he sees the chair and changes his mind?” I scowl, 

my head cloudy with negative thoughts.  

 “Then he’s obviously not the one for you.” My dad had a 

hard time accepting my sexuality, but he took it far better than 

knowing I’ll be stuck in this chair for the rest of my life. So what if I 

date other guys? I can’t swim, I can’t play football, I can’t go 

motorcycle racing with him. I can’t do all the things with him that we 

loved doing together as father and son. Being gay is trivial compared 

to the loss of my ‘old life.’  

 In the car, I sit staring out the window, my stomach turning 

over with nerves, my dad humming ‘Streets of London’ as we make 

our way to the restaurant. Once I’m in my chair and ready to go, he 

pauses for a moment and his eyes go a little red.  

 “Hey, son.” He looks me up and down. “You look great.” He 

sniffs, smiles and then leans forward and nudges me on the arm. “I’m 

proud of you, son. Now you go and have a good night.”  

 I tell him I love him and start to roll away as panic starts to 

set in. What if there are steps? What if the table is the wrong height 

for my chair? What will he think of me? Will he be annoyed I didn’t 

tell him I use a chair? Thoughts race through my head as I approach 
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the entrance to the restaurant. Great, no steps. Good start. I reassure 

myself silently. I arrive at the doors and just as I go to reach the door 

handle, a middle-aged guy and his wife spot me and they hold the 

doors open for me.  

 “Cheers!” I thank them. So far so good. I begin to ease a 

little.  

 A young waitress strides over in her white blouse and black 

apron. “Reservation?” she squeaks. I confirm my name. “Great, your 

party has already arrived. Just this way, please.”  

 Oh god, he’s already here! I don’t have any time to settle in 

and make sure everything is ok. I follow the waitress past many 

tables, conscious of the odd person looking up from their tables to 

look over at me, especially children who gawp at me until I’m out of 

sight.  

 We turn into a quieter area with a log fire and an impressive 

chimney breast. “There we are. Can I get you some drinks?” The 

waitress’ voice sounds muffled in my overwhelmed reaction to 

meeting Ryan for the first time after speaking online for a little over 

six months.  

 “Same again for me, please.” His voice is lower than I 

thought it would be. 

  “I’ll have what he’s having.” I stammer. He smiles warmly 

at me, the orange glow from the log fire flickers onto his face.  

 “Great, I’ll move this chair over.” I thank her and park 

myself into the spot. I stay silent for a moment, unsure as to what to 

say. I decide to let him speak first.  

 “Well, isn’t this a surprise.” He grins, looking at the chair. I 

immediately spill out apologies and try to explain the many reasons 

why I didn’t mention anything about the chair beforehand. Before I 

could go any further, he raises his hand and I instantly stop my spiel. 

He calmly leans over to one side and points towards a wheelchair 

folded up behind him. “Me too!”  

 He laughs. I sit open-mouthed and we both giggle 

uncontrollably. “No way! What are the chances?” We echo each 

other. This perfect ice breaker relaxes me and the twisting sensation 
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in my stomach eases. Our drinks arrive and we order our food; our 

starters and mains identical with a dessert to share.  

 “How long have you used a chair?” I ask.  

 “Parachuting accident four years ago. I did a jump for charity 

and the parachute got tangled and we had a pretty hard landing.” He 

explained. “What about you?”  

 I tell him about the car accident; about how mum had died 

and dad blamed himself, even though it wasn’t his fault.  

 “I’m sorry” he frowned.  

 “This is my first time out in public on my own since getting 

the chair, so I was pretty nervous about not having someone with me 

in case I got stuck. But then again I didn’t fancy my dad joining us!” 

I joke. Ryan explains he had a few guys stop talking to him online 

after he told them he uses a chair so he figured just to get to know 

someone well enough to meet up and take it from there.  

 We speak a little about the emotional and psychological 

effects of using a chair and it comforted me to know he is fully 

independent, lives on his own, has a great job and plays a lot of sports.  

 “You’re welcome to come along on Tuesday night and meet 

the team. Bring your dad along, too. It can be something you can do 

together,” he said enthusiastically.  

 “How could he play?” I ask, confused.  

 “He would need to use a spare chair from the sports hall,” he 

explained. I didn’t know if wheelchair basketball would be his thing, 

but it was worth mentioning, I suppose.  

 We finish our dessert, argue over who pays for the bill and 

get ready to leave. I watch him get into his chair quickly with ease. 

Once outside, we say goodnight and say we’ll talk later. I roll around 

the corner to the car park, a contented smile on my face. I enter the 

carpark to find, to my surprise, my dad’s car already waiting for me. 

I knock on the driver’s side window and wake up my snoring, 

drooling dad. After some disorientation he rolls down the window.  

 “How long have you been here?” I laughed.  

 “I never left. Just in case, you know, you needed me or things 

didn’t work out,” he admitted.  
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 “You silly sod!” I go round to the passenger side and heave 

myself into the car with his help. He pushes the door shut and hauls 

my chair into the boot when I feel my phone vibrate; 

RYAN 

It was great meeting you 

tonight. See you Tuesday for  

Basketball 😉 I’ll msg you 

later to sort out our next 

date, my treat this time xx 

 

 “I take it it went well then, yeah?” he asked, spotting the 

smile on my face.  

 “I’m taking you out on Tuesday, Dad. Bring your gym 

shorts.” 
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The Gravity of Dreams 
 

By Anna Tizard 

 

*This short story was inspired by the Exquisite Corpse game result: 

“The fluffy cabbage fell on the flighty sleepwalker.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 It was confusing at first, because the cabbage couldn’t yet 

see, and it was only just beginning to hear things. There hadn’t been 

much to think or do in the vegetable box but out here on the upper 

deck, there were sea-salt breezes ruffling its leaves, the ripple and 

slop of water against the ship’s sides, and hands—so many hands. 

 For all the cabbage knew, it was being juggled by an eight-

handed, four-headed monster, except that with each throw and catch 

it came to distinguish each pair as Meaty Hands, Long Fingers, 

Rough Nails and Sweaty. Long Fingers seemed particularly 

thoughtful in his handling of the cabbage between throws—not that 

the cabbage had any idea what sort of thoughts these might be—for 

its own ideas were only just waking. But the human had some sort of 

ragged waistcoat, and seemed fond of turning the cabbage 

thoughtfully between throws. Between this and the broken bristles of 

rope twine on the crew’s grimy hands, the cabbage had grown 

positively fluffy. 

 “How long’s our break?” This was Meaty Hands. 

 “Shut up and throw,” said Rough Nails. The cabbage 

winced. 

 “We can’t let her float too long—this ship doesn’t steer easy, 

turns about for nothing. Did you notice, last night? We were 

practically facing north again this morning,” said Meaty Hands. 

 “Word is, captain got it cheap.” 

 “He gets a pretty good deal out of us, too.” 
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 “Yeah, but we do take certain liberties, don’t we? I mean, 

here we are.” 

 “It’s the modern way.” Long Fingers was fingering the 

cabbage again; the cabbage was surprised to hear a woman’s voice, 

though almost as gravelly as the rest. “We have a right to take breaks. 

Even the waves have to break.”  

 “Where’d you get that from? The Pirated Guide to 

Pirating?” 

 The others all snickered, but the long-fingered pirate kept her 

chin up. “My pamphlet sells exceptionally well, thank you very 

much.” She waited for the others to murmur and raise eyebrows at 

her long word before she added, “Just don’t tell Boss…Please?” 

 There was a silence, filled only by the lap of waves against 

the sides of the ship. ‘Please’ was not a word commonly used by 

pirates. 

 This was all new to the cabbage who was beginning to 

develop a pair of ears, its outer leaves loosening and flapping with all 

the to-ing and fro-ing. 

 “Don’t worry,” Meaty Hands said at last, tossing the 

vegetable once more.  “Captain’s not so fond of rules himself. So, 

what’s with the ship?” 

 “They say it’s haunted.” 

 There was a distinct moment when the cabbage became 

‘Cabbage.’ It might have been here. 

 “You’re ‘avin’ a laugh,” declared Sweaty. 

 “Someone’s sleepwalking, that’s all,” said Meaty Hands. 

 “What, and turning the ship about, all on their own?” said 

Sweaty. 

 At this, Rough Nails laughed a weathered, salt-crusted 

laugh. “No-one’s going to sleepwalk ‘round here. Too knackered.” 

 “Yep,” said Long Fingers, but there was some hidden 

meaning in the way she said it. Her ‘Yep’ seemed to offer agreement 

at first, but the silence swelled between them, and there was no other 

sound but the creak of the ship, the lap of the water against the sides 

and soft cuff of the cabbage against calloused hands. 
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 An unspoken, invisible tale stretched between them, carried 

on the wind with nothing but a ‘Yep.’ 

 The now-ragged vegetable was starting to wonder if they 

weren’t all fretting about ghosts now. 

 “Reckon this cabbage is growing wings, look at this.” 

 “Yeah. Let’s not break it. Should probably go into 

tomorrow’s pot.” 

 Cabbage froze (this was difficult, bearing in mind it was 

mid-air). It didn’t want to end up in a pot! But the unsuspecting pirate 

had given it an idea. 

 There is nothing, nothing in this world that will change 

things like an idea. 

 At a flick of Meaty Hands’ fingers, Cabbage swooped in the 

longest arch yet until it bumped into the familiar, cold nest of carrots, 

potatoes and other cabbages. It shivered: still whole, still itself, like 

these other, unsuspecting vegetables. The thick smell of stew wafted 

past, and Cabbage bowed its head and body (since they were one and 

the same thing) to those who that very afternoon had been chopped, 

and now simmered in a heated watery mess, all soft, and mixed with 

some sort of meat, it smelt like. Probably rat, all dried and stringy. 

Was there no escape from this destiny? 

 Back to their work, the crew hauled and yelled and sang, 

their voices no longer bound in Cabbage’s mind by the sensations of 

grappling hands but floating free. Even so, as it listened, their voices 

seemed anchored, tangling together like the seaweed Cabbage 

somehow knew waved deep below. 

 And an idea stirred inside Cabbage, as if the vegetable’s 

bulbous head had inner weeds within its own depths, nudged by 

currents unseen—but what did that matter now? It was just food 

waiting for the pot, wasn’t it? 

 Evening drew its blanket around the world. A rabble of 

footsteps; spoons knocked on wooden bowls; more laughter, 

interspersed with chatter, and yawning. 

 The air turned quiet and cold and indigo. 

 Cabbage blinked. It could see! A low haze of white light 

misted over the deck. Cabbage could see no further, for the moon and 
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stars, if there really were such things, were smothered by darkened 

clouds. 

 Someone whispered across the mist. A delicate voice, 

slippery through shadows. Perhaps it was Long Fingers, the 

pamphlet-writer, telling herself a story. 

 “Sleepwalkin’ Mary. She walks upon the seas, barefoot over 

the whiskers of the waves, leaving a trail of salt crystals behind her. 

The wife of a sea captain. Died at sea, longing for home and never 

getting there. But the ship is her anchor. It never lets go.” 

 Blinking with its makeshift eyelashes (probably rope 

gristle), Cabbage could make out edges emerging from the cool 

vapour, lines of shifting silver like condensed winks of starlight. The 

voice faded as the almost-shapes dwindled into the fog. 

 A surge of something like desperation made Cabbage 

tremble. It opened its biggest leaves and flapped them. For a 

suspended moment, the mist billowed beneath it like clouds for an 

eagle, before it plunged into the cold whiteness. Perhaps this was 

flying, or perhaps the urge for adventure gave it just enough 

propulsion for an elongated leap. Either way, Cabbage was carried 

only a little way, because it takes hope to leap but more than a little 

self-belief to go as far as you really want. 

 What Cabbage thudded onto—or more accurately, 

through—was a ghost-foot. That is to say, it fell onto the place where 

her foot would have been, were this human whole and alive. It was 

the wooden boards that thumped, but Cabbage flinched at the cold 

that wisped through its leaves. 

 “Has the moon fallen?” said the voice from somewhere 

above Cabbage. 

 “I’m not the moon!” 

 “But you’re glowing so!” 

 “Am I?” The moon-cabbage quivered, unable to 

comprehend this strangeness when there was so much else to observe. 

The ghost’s edges outlined her roughly, like silver crescents, 

scratched glow-marks that cupped her knees and legs and elbows, 

shivering with every movement. 
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 “Where is the moon tonight?” she asked, lifting those twin 

points of light to the sky. Hair fine as spiders’ webs flowed behind 

the space where her head must have been. 

 “It’s cloudy,” said Cabbage. “I think.” 

 The ghost smiled, a glint of palmed silver. “A cabbage that 

thinks. I’ve never met anyone like you before.” 

 “And I’ve never met… Who are you?” 

 “Sleepwalking Mary. Or that’s how the story goes.” 

 “Don’t you remember?” 

 She gave a sad smile. “It’s getting harder to remember these 

days. The last crew used to tell my story, which made me more solid. 

I could walk out on deck in the daytime, then, not that anyone saw 

me.” She brushed a hand over her arm, a flint of light over a silken 

shimmer. “Now I keep the story alive on my own, but it’s not the 

same.” 

 “What difference would it make, if someone told your 

story?” 

 Mary sighed. “Oh, people are made up of all sorts of things. 

Beliefs and hopes… I used to hope I could be happy. I suppose, like 

a fool, I still do…” She gazed out to the black sea. 

 Cabbage rolled to the side, trying to get a better view of the 

ghost, but her features were lost in the night sky. “Why can’t you? 

You could go anywhere you want.” 

 “I try, but I’m bound to this ship. It’s something to do with 

being a ghost—where you died. But I can still do some things. Like 

turning this ship about.” She smiled a crescent moon of a smile. 

“Even those that don’t remember me say that if you’re lost, just let 

the ship do its own thing and she’ll take you home. But it only works 

if you come from Cornwall.” 

 “The pirates were talking about that. So you can really do 

that?” 

 “Not completely on my own,” she said. “The story must be 

told, and believed in, by more than just me. She doesn’t know it, but 

the Long-Fingered pirate sometimes buoys the ship with her dreams, 

so that it hovers over the water.” Mary looked down at Cabbage. “It’s 

a strong dream that can lift a ship.” 
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 “But how?” 

 “Her dream curls out from under her pillow, full of blues and 

greens. It wraps around the ship and the vessel rises, just a little.” She 

held out her palms, to lift an imaginary weight. “It’s the suspension 

of disbelief.” 

 “The what?” 

 “The suspension,” the ghost quivered her open hands against 

the air, then touched the side of her head, “of disbelief.” 

 The sea nudged against the silence. The very night air 

seemed suspended; the stars floating impossibly, with nothing to hold 

them. 

 “As a ghost, I’m privy to the gust and flow of human 

thoughts. But they show up better at night, for they are delicate things 

to behold.” 

 Cabbage rolled through the fog. “Is that what this is?” 

 Mary shook her head. “The pirate doesn’t dream much 

tonight; this is all mine, my thoughts that come out to haunt me. I’d 

rather you didn’t get caught up in them… It must be cold down 

there.” Mary scooped up Cabbage. Cradled in her arm, the vegetable 

could see the dark bob and nudge of the water. Tiny trickles of blue 

and pink clouds danced over it. 

 “What are those funny colours hovering over the sea?” 

 “The thoughts of fish… Oh!” She caught her breath and 

stared at Cabbage. “You can see those? The thoughts of the living?” 

 Cabbage considered this. “There’s not much of me, but I 

listen with my whole body. I think, even before I was able to hear and 

see, I listened. Maybe that’s got something to do with it?” 

 “You are an observant cabbage.” 

 Cabbage blushed deep under its criss-crossed leaves. But 

there were more urgent things to consider. 

 “I need to get off this ship, too. There must be a way. Surely, 

as a ghost, you could fly to Cornwall?” 

 “I’ve tried. But this ship is where I found myself—and where 

my yearning began. I never appreciated home before I set out to 

escape it.” Sadness clouded Mary’s voice, and her see-through face. 

Tears remembered themselves in tiny silver rivulets. 
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 “Don’t cry!” said Cabbage. “I don’t know if you heard, but 

I’m going to end up in tomorrow’s stew if I don’t find a way off this 

ship tonight!” 

 Mary gasped. “Then we must think, quickly! Think like 

we’ve never thought before.” 

 The ghost wafted back and forth over the deck. Cabbage 

rolled here and there, trying to join in in case this movement helped, 

and flapped its leaves a few times. If only it could actually fly—but 

it would need so much more propulsion, to rise and rush over these 

seas like a bird. 

 A single pirate lifted the ship enough to turn it around in the 

night. How many storytellers would it take to suspend Cabbage and 

Mary all the way back to England? 

 Cabbage was about to ask Mary how many pirates were on 

this ship, when it caught sight of an ethereal thread, twisted around 

one of the ropes tethering the mainsail. 

 “What’s this?” said Cabbage, wiggling and pointing with a 

leaf. 

 “Ah,” said Mary. “The way my thoughts snake around the 

ropes and pulleys, and sail, too. It’s no wonder I can’t get off this 

ship.” 

 But Cabbage saw a wink of blue. “They’re not all yours. 

There’re daydreams here, if I’m not mistaken. From the crew as they 

work. And scraps of song.”  

 They peered closer. Wisps of purple-green snagged around 

the corners and edges of things. The cloudy letters of “Hey, ho” 

trickled around the pulley. As Cabbage reached out a leaf, the word 

“Mary” struck out and hissed like a snake.  

 “They do talk about you. At least, about a ghost… I wonder. 

Is it possible their thoughts have kept you here, as much as your own? 

They hardly think of you as a person, it’s more like a haunting of the 

ship. You and the ship go together, in their minds.” 

 “…and in their daydreams,” said Mary, a distant look on 

those pinprick-star eyes. “My. I suppose you’re right. I’m anchored 

here by their stories. It’s a wonder they can’t see or hear me.” Mary’s 

edges quivered with the possibility. “I’ve tried enough times to wake 
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them. But perhaps I’m nothing more than an imprint of who I once 

was, a gathering of thoughts which they cannot perceive…” 

 “Don’t say that!” cried Cabbage. “You’re more than just 

thoughts. And you said yourself, these can be powerful. Don’t forget, 

we have a storyteller on board.” 

 Before Mary could react, Cabbage bounced down into the 

lower deck and, with difficulty, roused Long Fingers with a bump 

and a whistle it made by blowing through the thin breaks in its ragged 

leaves. The pirate rubbed her face then jolted at the sight of the 

whispering vegetable. 

 “Come on to the upper deck, Long Fingers! Now!” 

 Cabbage rolled ahead and the pirate staggered after. “Am I 

dreaming?” she whispered as the ghost floated closer. Perhaps it was 

the pirate’s half-dreaming state that let her eyes perceive the ghost. 

 “If that makes this easier, then yes, you are dreaming,” said 

Mary. “But please—we need your talent tonight. Will you tell a story 

of how a cabbage and the ghost of Sleepwalking Mary—that’s me—

floated out over the sea and back to Cornwall?” 

 “Is this really just a cabbage?” said Long Fingers, once she 

could tear her terror-struck face from the ghost and stare through the 

vapour at her feet, “or is this the fallen moon?” 

 Mary smiled. “I thought that too, didn’t I, Cabbage? You 

really are glowing.” 

 The vegetable tried to look at itself, rolling back and peering 

at its sides. 

 It was true. It glowed like a giant, half-opened rose bud, 

white and hazy. 

 “Perhaps it’s my thoughts,” it said. “I’ve been having quite 

a few, and they haven’t had time to leave my head.” 

 The pirate considered this, tapping a finger to her lips. “But 

the moon would be a good start to a story, if you want to be in the 

sky. A sweet, pale cabbage believed it was the moon’s twin, and 

floated up to meet its celestial sister.” 

 Cabbage’s leaves ruffled with pride. It looked down to find 

it was hovering three inches off the deck. “Keep going! It’s working!” 
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 “But you can’t go without me!” said Mary. “How am I 

supposed to fly?” 

 Long Fingers cast about for an idea. If only she could see 

thoughts as clearly as Cabbage and Mary could, she would have 

realised she was surrounded by ideas, songs and daydreams, though 

none of them might have been right for what she needed.  

 Cabbage spotted it before the pirate did. “Mary, grab that 

cleaning rag, over there by the bucket, and wrap it over me. Let’s see 

if I can carry you up. You don’t weigh much, do you?” 

 Mary made a loop of the rag and leapt up, hooking it over 

the cabbage, but there they floated, the ghost’s feet dangling in the 

mist. 

 “Please,” she said to the frozen, gaping pirate. “Will you 

suspend your disbelief for us?” 

 Long Fingers blinked, a frown slowly forming on her brow 

as if something strange was beginning to make sense. 

 “Tell the story,” said Cabbage. 

 The pirate cleared her throat. “And so the cabbage rose up 

over the sea, carrying the ghost with it…” 

 Jostled about by an uncertain wind, the ghost clung to the 

rag around Cabbage. Neither of them knew how long belief alone 

could carry them, but they had each other, and there wasn’t much else 

they could do but try. They didn’t dare speak or look behind them 

until they guessed the ship was far out of sight. It was then they began 

to tell each other the same story over and over, knowing that if the 

pirate’s suspension of disbelief failed at any time or if she lost her 

train of thought, they’d have nothing but each other to keep their story 

buoyant. 

 

* * * 

 

 It was for some time that Long Fingers stared after the 

spectacle. As the ghost faded from view, the cabbage glowed on until 

the pirate began to half-convince herself that she herself had been the 

legendary sleepwalker all along, wandering out on deck after dreams 

that made barely any sense. As she began to turn away, her thoughts 
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turning to her warm blanket, the moon dipped suddenly, and Long 

Fingers caught her breath.  

That was no moon! It had all been real, after all. 

 In the morning, the crew blinked awake, but no-one with 

eyes as bright as the long-fingered pirate. The ship hadn’t turned 

about in the night, in fact, the Portuguese shoreline, their long-

awaited destination, was already visible. 

 After that, the ship steered more easily. The crew was quieter 

than usual, under a clear sky that seemed strangely bright, lighting up 

a ship that seemed cleaner than before. As she worked and smiled to 

herself, Long Fingers knew exactly what she’d write and print next: 

A Pirated Guide to Seaborne Hauntings. 
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Book of Exquisite Corpse. 
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Do Over Again 
 

By Kathryn Daniels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0. 

The first time Cameron hits the button, it’s August 30th—a 

week before his 31st birthday, and he tells himself that he just wants 

to fix a few little things. Get better grades in some classes in college, 

avoid those first few crappy jobs that hadn’t even been enough to pay 

rent, take that vacation with his family that he’d turned down a few 

years back by claiming he was too busy. Little things like that. Things 

that he thinks that maybe, if he can fix them, do them better, then 

things will be better by the time he gets to this August 30th again.  

 

1. 

It doesn’t get better. Not really. 

He got A’s in those classes that had plagued him the first 

time and saved himself a summer semester of repeated work and he 

went to Colorado for Thanksgiving with his entire family and he’d 

even avoided that retail job that had just been eight hours a day of 

being yelled at. But it’s August 30th again, and he’s almost 31 and 

he’s still working the same dead end paper pushing job that he’d had 

before, their apartment is still too small, and he and Danny had that 

same fight about their future.  

So, Cameron hits the button again. 

 

2. 

 It’s almost the same as the first time, except Cameron quits 

his job before he can hate it too much. But, somehow, the insurance 

job he gets after that is even worse—it’s still paper pushing, still 
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going nowhere, only now he’s working for a company that cares even 

less about him than it does its clients.  

 He hits the button when he’s 29, not even making it to that 

August 30th deadline circled on a calendar. 

 

3. 

 Cameron told himself that this time would be different. 

 He trades his Business major for English early on and gets a 

job teaching at a high school in Oakland. Half of the kids hate him, 

half of them love him, but they all agree that Dickens is absolutely 

terrible and shouldn’t be on the syllabus. It’s better than the insurance 

office, better than the analytics job that he’d had before that too.  

 And he’s single too. No Business major meant no Business 

Law requirement, which meant no Danny, and Cameron thinks that 

maybe he’s better off. No arguments about the future, no 

disagreements over stupid cooking competition shows, and no 

fighting over who gets the shower and the hot water first. It’s quiet, 

it’s nice, it’s… 

 It’s a little too lonely. 

 But Cameron thinks that he’s on the right track, so when 

August 30th rolls around and he’s sitting in his too quiet, too neat, too 

plain apartment, he makes some mental notes of what went right this 

time. Then he hits the button again.  

 

 

Interlude: 

Unlimited do-overs.  

That had been the Do-Again company’s slogan when they 

first unveiled their product. A chance to go back and try it again, to 

give yourself another chance, a chance to make your life everything 

that it should have been—all with the press of a single button. 

Nobody believed that it worked—hardly anybody understood how it 

worked—but everybody wanted to believe that it could work. A 

second, third, or maybe fourth chance? Who wouldn’t want another 

shot at making their dreams come true and regaining all those lost 

moments?  
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The Do-Again Button started to show up on more and more 

people’s wrists. 

 

4. 

 Cameron’s got the best of the first and third tries this time: 

he’s got his teaching job because he switched his majors, but he 

comes home to Danny every day after school because he took that 

Business Law class anyway.  

 But then the years go by and Cameron realizes that he’s got 

the worst of the first and third tries too. He gets bored of the same old 

books and grading the same papers just with different names on it and 

Danny just doesn’t seem to get it. 

 

5. 

He switches schools in sophomore year. He trades the West 

Coast for New England; it’s cold and there’s snow and people talk 

weird, but nobody knows Cameron and he loves it, loves the chance 

to make himself into someone new. 

He meets Cynthia in a library during a snowstorm that 

knocked the power out, so they hide amongst the shelves with a 

battery powered lamp for a few hours, and Cameron thinks that this 

is what love is supposed to be like. It’s fun and easy, but then the 

power comes back on and Cynthia’s phone rings with a call from her 

husband. And her eyes are brown instead of blue and her smile 

doesn’t lead to a dimple and— 

And the guilt makes him hit the button again. 

 

6. 

 

7. 

 

8. 

 

9. 
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10. 

 Cameron’s not sure how he wound up in North Carolina, 

working as a reporter and spending his days pouring over interview 

recordings to transcribe them for some historical conservation 

project. He’s spent time in almost every state along the Atlantic 

Seaboard, he’s sure of it, meeting new people and trying new careers 

along the way, trying to find something that fits. This job doesn’t 

make him as miserable as when he worked for that insurance 

company, years and lives ago, or that clerical job in Pennsylvania; 

but when he gets fired for correcting people who say ‘ain’t’ one too 

many times, he’s almost happy. 

 Almost.  

 It’s June 7th, he’s thirty, and he’s back in San Francisco for 

the first time in years after getting fired, and he nearly gets knocked 

over from behind while waiting for the baggage carousel to start up. 

“Sorry, sorry man!” Blue eyes, a dimpling smile, and the 

scar just above the right eyebrow. Cameron hasn’t seen him in years 

(decades, but he tries not to count) but it’s Danny. “I forgot how 

heavy this thing is.” 

“It’s okay,” Cameron manages to say, aware that he’s 

staring, and also aware that he can’t stop. 

He’s dated over the last several…years? Lives? He’s flirted 

and fallen in love and even walked down the aisle once—twice—all 

over the East Coast. But he’s never not thought about Danny, about 

what Danny was doing in all these lives without Cameron. Because, 

in that first life—what felt like a thousand years ago now, that 

original time, before all these new tries—it had always been Danny 

and Cameron. From that Business Law class to being friends and then 

becoming a couple, going through graduations and jobs and 

apartments together for over ten years before Cameron hit that button 

for the first time. It had been Danny and Cameron, together.  

Cameron’s avoided that for the last couple of times, and he 

wonders now what Danny has been doing, if Danny ever felt like 

there was something missing without knowing what. 

“I knew not taking the red-eye was a mistake,” Danny says, 

and it’s familiar, because Danny could talk to anyone, any time, and 
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make friends. Even the exhausted look in Danny’s eyes is familiar, 

and it reminds Cameron of late nights of pulling Danny away from 

his case files to get some sleep. “But, well, couldn’t pass up a 

vacation to London, you know?” 

“Yeah,” Cameron says, even though he doesn’t know. 

He doesn’t know anything about this Danny, Cameron 

suddenly realizes. He’s sure that this Danny still loves waffles over 

pancakes and makes an amazing pasta sauce, hates getting up early 

and absolutely loves staying up to watch old movies with a bowl of 

popcorn with extra butter. He’s sure that he still knows a lot about 

Danny—because he’s thought about Danny, about all those little 

things that he maybe misses sometimes even when he tells himself 

he doesn’t. But he doesn’t know what this Danny was doing in 

London—he hadn’t even known that Danny wanted to go to London. 

Where does this Danny work? Is he a cop or a lawyer? Is this Danny 

single? Does this Danny look at Cameron and feel like there’s 

something important about him? 

“Anyway, sorry about bumping into you,” Danny apologizes 

with another smile before walking away—without another look 

back—and Cameron doesn’t stop him in time. 

He doesn’t wait until he’s out of the airport to hit the button 

either. 

 

Interlude: 

Cameron bought his first Do-Again Button Bracelet when he 

was twenty-one.  

“Just in case” he’d said with a shrug when his mother asked 

him why he would ever want something like that. “Just in case I ever 

really screw up.”  

It had cost him a couple of grand that he had been saving for 

a new car—an expensive just in case, his father had grumbled—but 

it had sort of felt nice, knowing that he had this contingency plan. Not 

that he thought he was ever going to need it. He had plans for his life 

and he wasn’t going to need a second chance to make them come 

true. 
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Cameron is past twenty-one now, and past his second try. 

Even past his second, second try. But he buys a Do-Again Button 

Bracelet each time he goes back.  

Just in case.  

 

17. 

 It’s getting hard to keep track of the years. 

 Cameron’s tried almost everything: different schools, 

different majors, different partners, different jobs, and every 

combination of the above. He’s gotten good at passing classes, at 

appearing interested in subjects that don’t interest him at all, and he’s 

even mastered the art of first dates. He’s learned a couple of different 

languages, tried and failed to pick up some instruments; he’s traveled 

and learned how to cook and he’s lived all across the country.  

He’s met Danny in every single one of the last seven tries. 

He’s put himself in Danny’s path because he knows now that he spent 

so long—wasted so much time—avoiding something that he didn’t 

want to avoid. Sometimes they’re just friends who get beers on Friday 

nights. Sometimes they’re living together, and sometimes it’s a two-

bedroom apartment, sometimes it’s a one bedroom and Danny wakes 

him up on Saturday mornings with a kiss. Once they just passed each 

other on the train without a word.  

But something still isn’t right. 

He can’t say what it is, and he tries to wait it out, but that 

deadline looms over him. And almost every time, he’s thirty and it’s 

either approaching August 30th or it is August 30th, and Cameron just 

doesn’t think that things are going to get better. And he knows that 

they could be better—they have to be better. 

So, he keeps hitting the button. 

 

20. 

 He and Danny are dating—only for six months, six months 

since that drunken kiss on a Friday night led to a quiet Saturday 

morning confession, which is almost exactly like how it had 

happened that first time. Then Cameron meets Jenny on the train. He 

dates them both for a while, somehow without getting caught, but 
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then things get serious with Jenny and he decides to break it off with 

Danny. Because, the things is, Cameron knows how their story ends: 

with a cold silence filling their small apartment, sucking the light and 

life out of future dreams that never would have come true anyway. 

But Jenny is something new and she has all these plans and dreams 

that are so bright and beautiful, it’s easy to believe in them. 

 They get married a year later, he and Jenny. It’s Cameron’s 

seventh wedding, lucky number seven, he thinks with a smile as he 

waits down the aisle.  

 They get divorced a year later—not even a year; it’s ten 

months and two weeks later. 

 Jenny kicks him out saying she can’t live with his attitude 

and Cameron tells her that maybe she’ll finally have room for all the 

makeup she keeps spending their rent money on. It’s not a pretty 

divorce, and while Cameron has had relationships end over the 

last…however many tries it’s been, none have ever crashed and 

burned quite like this. 

 Not even that same fight that he and Danny keep having is 

as bad as this. 

 It doesn’t help that Danny laughs in Cameron’s face when 

he tries to apologize a few months after the divorce.  

 Admittedly, Cameron probably deserves it. But’s he’s lived 

too many lives to know that he doesn’t want another one without 

Danny in it. 

 So, he hits the button. 

 

23. 

 Cameron gets fired. 

 

28. 

 He’s not there when his mother gets cancer. 

 

29. 

 Or when she dies from it. 
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32. 

 His and Danny’s adoption plans fall through for the fifth 

time.  

 

Interlude: 

The Do-Again Button functions on the premise of parallel 

universes.  

Each time the button is pressed, a new universe is created by 

returning the owner—the one whose fingerprint is coded into the 

mechanism to prevent any accidents—to a fixed point in time using 

some sort of electric and neuronal impulses. For most people, that 

fixed point is their 18th birthdays. It’s the standard setting, as that’s 

when you first become truly responsible for your own choices, 

according to what the Do-Again Company had said, so that’s when 

most people want to start making changes. Each new beginning is 

like a fresh start through, so you have to buy a new Do-Again Button 

Bracelet if you want to the chance to try again, just in case. 

 Some people accused the Do-Again Company of trying to 

constantly expand their profits by selling false hopes and giving 

people ways to avoid consequences. 

 In a famous interview, the CEO shrugged when asked about 

that. 

 “It’s not our fault that people aren’t happy with their lives. 

Blame human nature for constantly wanting more. We just give them 

a new start to try and find whatever that means for them.”  

 

36. 

 Cameron doesn’t know how many times he’s been 18. Or 

19. Or 20. Or 21.  

 He makes it through his college years almost every time 

without incident; it’s after that where things always seem to fall apart 

somehow. Something doesn’t go right, doesn’t turn out like he hopes 

it would, something not happening the way he thought it should, 

something missing from what otherwise should be a perfect life. 

Some of it might be the same as it was in the beginning, but it’s been 
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so many tries that Cameron can barely remember what’s new and 

what he’s done before.  

It’s like one of those old movies that Danny loved to watch 

where the main character keeps doing things over and over again, 

living a constant loop. From what Cameron remembers of the movie 

though, the character didn’t have a choice. Cameron does.  

And he keeps choosing to hit the button. He keeps starting 

over at 18, and he keeps looking for something new each try. He 

keeps looking, keeps trying for something that will make this new 

start, this new do-over, the last one. 

Cameron keeps hitting the button. 

 

37. 

 “What are you looking for?”  

“What?” Cameron says, surprised at the quiet whisper. 

It’s past ten o’clock on August 30th, and he’s thirty, and he 

and Danny are in bed after a fight. 

After The Fight. 

Because it’s always the same fight if they make it this far, 

like this fight is predestined to happen today or something, no matter 

what Cameron does. It happens. It always happens.  

It starts with Danny asking about Cameron’s birthday next 

week and what he wants to do, which then becomes talking about 

their future. They’ve always talked about that before, about the plans 

that they have—buying a house, starting a family—but now they talk 

about the things they should start doing to make those plans a reality. 

Then Cameron points out that what’s the point of making plans? He 

hates his job (it doesn’t matter what it is, not that Danny knows that), 

they’re living in a tiny crappy apartment in a not-so-great part of town 

because it’s all they can afford (sometimes they fight in a nicer 

apartment that still seems too small when they start yelling), and none 

of that is going to change anytime soon in their future (because he’s 

tried and it doesn’t) so what’s there to prepare for? Then Danny says 

that it doesn’t have to be like that if Cameron would just try and— 
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They both yell loud enough that their neighbors probably 

hate them before the noise stops and the fight ends abruptly as they 

run out of words, leaving nothing but a chilly silence behind. 

Sometimes Cameron hits the button in the middle of the 

fight, not wanting to hear anymore. 

Sometimes he hits it after Danny’s parting shot that if 

Cameron is so miserable, he should just leave. 

Sometimes he’s laying in bed like this—three feet of cold 

sheets between them—when he hits the button because he doesn’t 

want to wake up to this silence and the aftermath, the fall out, from 

this fight.  

“What do you keep looking for?” Danny says again, rolling 

over and reaching across the chasm between to touch Cameron’s left 

wrist where the Do-Again Button Bracelet is. Danny’s never asked 

about it, what Cameron plans to use it for, or if he’s ever used it 

before. Until now. 

“How do you-” Cameron starts to ask, but then trails off 

when Danny takes his wrist and gently pushes the bracelet down 

more towards Cameron’s hand. And underneath the band there are 

black lines, going around Cameron’s wrist almost like a bar code of 

tallies, some long, some short, some thicker while others are barely 

wider than a hair. He’s not sure how he never noticed them, especially 

because, as he touches one, he’s surprised to see that it’s almost 

smooth, like a scar against his skin. And it takes him a second to 

understand what the lines are. 

Every time he’s hit the button, it’s been burnt into his skin. 

Cameron can’t even count how many marks there are. 

He doesn’t know what try he’s on now. How many years 

he’s lived so far. How many times he’s gone back to the beginning to 

try and get it right—and how many times he’s wound up in this very 

moment. A moment where he can’t remember what he was looking 

for in the first place, that first time he hit the button. 

“I don’t know,” Cameron whispers. “I just…I want things to 

be perfect. And I’ve never found…” 
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“Of course, you haven’t,” Danny says, his voice quiet and 

his blue eyes silver in the moonlight. “Nothing’s ever perfect 

Cameron.” 

“We could be though,” Cameron says earnestly. “I, 

sometimes we-” Sometimes he and Danny are married, and they 

don’t fight, and they live in a better apartment, and they love their 

jobs and- 

“If we were ever perfect, you wouldn’t have these,” Danny 

says and Cameron sucks in a quick breath as fingers dance over the 

marks on his skin. But then Danny pauses. “You mean we’ve…we’ve 

been together before?” 

“Almost every time,” Cameron whispers honestly. He’s not 

sure of the exact number of time where he actually avoided Danny—

he thinks it was six, but maybe it was seven times on the opposite 

side of the country; or the ones where they broke up and then went 

their separate ways. But he’s sure that they’ve been together more 

times than they’ve been apart.  

“Why?” 

“Why…what?” 

“If you’ve tried this many times,” Danny said slowly and 

Cameron glances down at his wrist, wondering if he could count them 

now and remember each one and all the things he’s forgotten. “And 

we’ve been together, but you keep trying, then why do you let us get 

together if it doesn’t work?” 

Cameron thinks that he could tell Danny about the times they 

weren’t together. About his other girlfriends, boyfriends, husbands, 

wives, and the lives he’s lived as much as he remembered. But all of 

those had ended with him hitting the button. Not every one ended 

with a divorce or some other kind of heartbreak, but there was always 

something that didn’t turn out right.  

“Because I’m usually happier when I’m with you,” Cameron 

admits. It’s true; in the tries where he and Danny stay together, he 

usually makes it to thirty, to August 30th, to maybe twenty minutes 

before now, before he hits the button—more often than he does when 

they’re not together. 
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“But not happy enough.” Danny guesses and Cameron has 

to look away. 

“Sometimes, things could be better.” 

“But they haven’t been.” Danny says and there’s another 

feather light touch over the marks, like Danny was counting them for 

him. “So, what are you looking for? What don’t I have—what have I 

never had, that you keep looking for?” 

“It’s not like that Danny,” Cameron says, shaking his head. 

It’s never been Danny. Danny has always been what he’s 

wanted—someone who smiles even when they’re tired, someone 

who can make Cameron laugh when all he wants to do is scream and 

cry in frustration, someone who looks at Cameron and smiles, just 

happy that Cameron’s there. Danny has this positive outlook on life 

that drives Cameron crazy sometimes as much as he loves it because 

it makes his bad days better, even when he just wants to stew a little. 

And Danny always loves him so much, always cries a little on their 

wedding day, and he holds Cameron close and looks at him with so 

much love that a couple of times, Cameron’s cried too.  

Sure, Cameron has had other partners, and they’ve all had 

things that Danny didn’t. Cynthia had this sultry air that Danny could 

never manage even when he tried; Sebastian was an amazing artist 

while Danny’s best art was stick figure doodles in the margins; Jenny 

had been fun and light and lived in the moment while Danny was 

always so grounded. And… 

And no matter what they’d all had, Cameron would hit his 

button and eventually come back to Danny.  

“Then why don’t you ever stay with me?”  

It’s quiet, barely a whisper, but Cameron can easily hear 

Danny’s heartbreak in it. 

And he isn’t sure what to say. I left because I want to be 

happier? Because I think we could be better? Because I want 

something more—but I miss you and still want you so we end up here 

again? He’s sure that he’s hit the button for all of those reasons at 

least once, but when he tries to say them now, in the silence and in 

the face of Danny’s hurt, he comes up empty. 
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Has he been happier? He’s got all these marks—all those 

tries, those years and lives—burnt into his skin, so clearly, he hadn’t 

been happier in any of them, or they wouldn’t be there. He tries to 

remember why he hit the button the first time, what he had been 

looking for, tries to find what had been so wrong with his life that 

he’d thought he’d had to fix it by starting all over.  

And he can’t think of anything.  

His job? He thought that it was boring—it still was boring—

but was it really so terrible? It pays him well, his coworkers are 

decent, and he comes home every night without having to bring any 

work home with him. Their apartment? They were saving up for a 

house, and it was just the two of them so they didn’t need much space, 

their landlord takes care of any issues that come up, and they have a 

small porch that faces west to watch a sunset. Danny? What had 

Danny ever done aside from look towards a future that Cameron 

obviously wants because otherwise he wouldn’t keep coming back to 

Danny again and again.  

Sure, Cameron gets frustrated with all of the above 

sometimes. But, was there really anything out there—anything that 

he had experienced—that was any better than what he has, what he 

might have always had, right here? 

It was him, Cameron realizes, a bitter taste filling the back 

of his throat. He was what had been so wrong with that first life—

with all of the tries that came after that—because he just couldn’t be 

happy, because he could never see the good beyond the immediate 

‘problems.’ He was the reason why none of those tries had ever 

worked out, no matter what he did, why he was never happy, why 

this fight kept happening, why he kept leaving Danny only to crawl 

back. It was all him. 

Cameron swallows. “I’ll fix this Danny,” he promises and 

even in the dark, he sees a flash of pain in Danny’s eyes before Danny 

turns away from him. 

Cameron lets his hand hover over the Do-Again Button 

Bracelet. 
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37+1 

 The sun comes up. 

 Cameron isn’t 18, about to start college and looking forward 

to another try at a new beginning. 

 Cameron is thirty and it is August 31st. Maybe he’ll make 

waffles for breakfast, maybe talk to his boss about some production 

ideas he’s had, maybe clean the apartment or hang a new picture up. 

But he makes sure to kiss Danny good morning and quietly whispers 

I’m sorry. He’s not going to try again for another new beginning—

not when he has everything right here. 
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Beginnings can be difficult. They can be daunting, glorious, or even 

impossible. When we came up with the idea to start For Page & Screen 

Magazine, we felt that this endeavor was all of those things bundled up 

into one. Yet here we are with our first issue and we have the honor of 

sharing with you some absolutely amazing stories. 

 

From heartfelt reunions to impossible situations, from enchanted 

bathrooms to sentient cabbages, and everything in between, these 

stories prove that the power of fiction is limitless.  
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