
Art Feature & Interview: 

Ieva Ragauskaite 

Photography Feature: 

“Ghost Images” 
by 

Idee Monterrey 



1 

Editorial Introduction 
Courtenay S. Gray 
Guest Editor, Fall 2020 

The themes explored in this issue of Thorn are
otherworldly and filled with horrifying creatures. 

Help us uncover the mesmerising, electrifying 
discoveries our contributors have made. 

One day, you will see that reading this issue was 
the best thing you did. 

Run, run as fast as you can.

Nobody is safe once they’ve been pricked by the 
Thorn. 
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肉に棘 
Niku ni Toge (Thorn in the Flesh) 

Courtenay S. Gray 

She knows I am here, waiting. Asuka returned to the country a year ago
after having ran away from The Chest.  My name is えど (Edo), which is 
the old name for Tokyo. I am on my way to get some breakfast. The 
nearby diner is managed by Asuka’s associate, Kuro. They make the best 
お茶漬け (ochazuke, steamed rice with savory toppings steeped in green 
tea). 

The diner is like walking into a science fiction film, there are alien por-
traits on the wall, and they keep a lot of octopi in tanks throughout the 
establishment. They play zen music to relax you as you eat your meal. 

“Edo, it’s good to see you,” Kuro says, bowing. 

“Dōyō ni (likewise),” I reply, bowing in unison. 

Kuro shows me to my usual seat by the window with its rainbow glow 
from all the neon lights outside. He places my breakfast in front of me 
and disappears into the back room. I hear shouting—something is going 
on back there, and I am not hungry anymore.  
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Suddenly, Kuro comes out from behind a curtain holding a phone. 

“Edo, my love,” Asuka says through the speaker. “I’ve got a job for you,” 
she adds pointedly. 

I see that Kuro is secretly holding a knife to which I nod toward. 

“Now, now, Kuro, don’t be a bakayarou (idiot). You’ve got your sick 
daughter to think about, remember.” 

He removes the knife from his belt and slams it down on the sushi belt. 

“Kuro! Be nice to Edo,” Asuka shouts through the phone. 

Upon hearing this, Kuro returns to the back room, passing me the phone 
with Asuka still on the line. 

“The Chest are looking for me, Edo.” 

The Chest are an organisation that see the sanctity of keeping precious 
jewels. They are trying to hunt down Asuka because she stole a ruby. She 
also stole a silver heart pendant that she has never taken off her neck ever 
since. 

“I know, Asuka. You need to give that ruby back. Why did you steal it in 
the first place?” 

“Edo, you know better than to disrespect your elders. It is none of your 
business; as to my reasons for taking the ruby, you will do well to never 
ask me that question again!” she yells. 

Kuro returns, and he hands me a piece of parchment. 

お前を殺してやる 
We will kill you. 

I must admit that I did not take Kuro seriously before, but he is proving to 
me just how serious he intends to be. My late father gifted me his yakuyoke 
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(talisman), in his will. If I have ever had a need to ward off evil, that time 
has arisen. 

Kuro leaps over the counter, brandishing the knife he had earlier. I leap 
backwards, holding onto my yakuyoke. Running outside, I drop the phone 
into a puddle, leaving it to sizzle and die. Kuro is hot on my trail, so I run 
into a nearby shopping arcade. I weave in and out of the perplexed shop-
pers. 

“Edo!” Kuro shouts. 

With a swift glance backwards, I see that he is making progress. Kuro 
sprints past the shop where I have hidden myself and runs straight into a 
giant statue of a beautiful red rose. Screams echo throughout the arcade. 
When I come out from my hiding place, I see that Kuro is impaled on the 
thorn of the statue. The blood oozes in great waves. 

“Bakayarou,” I say to myself. 

薔薇の棘に殺される 
Death by a thorn. 

''' 
I would like to say a big thank you to all our contributors for this issue—I had an abso-
lute blast reading your submissions! You are all unbelieveably talented!  
I hope everyone enjoys the issue as much as we enjoyed putting it together. 

       Courtenay 

The Editorial Committee would like to thank Courtenay S. Gray for her hard work 
in putting this issue together. We appreciate all her efforts and personal literary 
contributions which have greatly enriched this edition. We would also like to thank 
our readers—we hope you will all agree that the fall issue is ‘fang-tastic’! 

Stewart Ansel | ASSOCIATE EDITOR 
Tilly Jameson | COPY EDITOR 

© 2020  Þ (‘Thorn’) Literary Magazine 
All rights revert back to the authors. www.thornlitmag.com 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Editorial Introduction  |  Courtenay S. Gray, Fall Issue Guest Editor     1-4

The Science of Life and Death in Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein  |  Sharon Ruston 6-10

the intensity of the wind  |  Isaac O. Daramola 11

Specimens  |  Kurosh J. Shadmand  12-15

A Selections of Poetry & Flash Fiction  |  Snakefist Panda  16-22

Tangerine Strands  |  Alfredo S. Arcilesi 23-30

Gape  |  Clara Roberts 31

Three Love Poems  |  Adam Ai 32-34

Two Haunting Poems  |  Milena Bee 35-36

Intermission of the Dust Traffic  |  Rebecca Gransden 37-40

Art Feature & Interview  |  Ieva Ragauskaite  41-45

Old Fools  |  Luke Kondor  46-49

That G Never Rubs Off  |  Madeleine Swann 50-53

Three Poems  |  Kurt Luchs  54-55

What’s He Building?  |  Tim Dadswell 56-60

The Keep  |  Kristin Garth  61-62

Myth & Mystique: Poems  |  Frances Boyle  63-64

October Themed Poems  |  Hali J. Cross  65-67

The Photo Shoot  |  Ann Hultberg  68-71

Photography Feature: Ghost Images  |  Idee Monterrey 72-75

Secret Midnight Delight  |  Andrea Salvador 76-80

The Silver Heart  |  Courtenay S. Gray 81-85

A Mini Anthology of Poetry and Short Fiction  |  Rachel Small 86-92

The Incubus & Joe Was Here: Two Poems  |  Samuel Strathman 93-95

Mute  |  Timothy Day 96-105

Thank you… (A Parting Message from our Guest Editor)      106



6 

Professor Sharon Ruston surveys the 
scientific background to Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein, considering contempo-
rary investigations into resuscitation, 
galvanism, and the possibility of states 
between life and death. 

Far from the fantastic and improba-
ble tale that Mary Shelley’s Franken-
stein now seems to us, the novel was 
declared by one reviewer upon publi-
cation to have “an air of reality at-
tached to it, by being connected with 
the favourite projects and passions of 
the times.” Among these were the sci-
entific investigations into the states 

The Science of Life 
and Death in  
Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein 
Dr. Sharon Ruston 
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of life and death. Considerable uncertainty surrounded these categories. So 
much so that it was not far-fetched that Frankenstein should assert: “Life 
and death appeared to me ideal bounds” (ch. 4). He was not alone in con-
sidering that the boundary between life and death was imaginary and that it 
might be breached. 
 
Worried by the potential inability to distinguish between the states of life 
and death, two doctors, William Hawes and Thomas Cogan, set up the Royal 
Humane Society in London in 1774. It was initially called the “Society for 
the Recovery of Persons Apparently Drowned;” its aims were to publish in-
formation to help people resuscitate others, and it paid for attempts to save 
lives (the Society paid more money if the attempt was successful). Many 
people could not swim at this time despite the fact that they worked and 
lived along London’s rivers and canals. 
 
There was an annual procession of those “raised from the dead” by the So-
ciety’s methods, which may well have included people who had intended 
suicide as well. One such seems to have been Mary Shelley’s mother, the 
feminist, Mary Wollstonecraft, who after leaping from Putney Bridge into 
the Thames in the depth of depression complained, “I have only to lament, 
that, when the bitterness of death was past, I was inhumanly brought back 
to life and misery.” The pun on her “inhumane” treatment may well refer to 
the efforts of the Humane Society in rescuing her. The spectacular tales of 
apparent resurrections from the dead by the Society fed the public’s concern 

that it was impossible to be 
sure whether a person was 
truly dead and, consequently, 
fears of being buried alive grew. 
 
There was a scientific basis for 
the public’s anxieties. The 
French Encyclopédie distin-
guished between two kinds of 
death, incomplete and abso-
lute: “That there is no remedy 
for death is an axiom widely 
admitted; we, however, are 
willing to affirm that death 
can be cured.” In London, 

Design from 1843 for a "life-preserving coffin"—complete 
with breathing holes and easy to open lid—to be used in the 
case of the doubtful dead. 
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James Curry, a physician at Guy’s hospital and one of the Shelleys’ doctors 
in 1817, wrote a book that gave information on how to identify what he 
called ‘absolute’ from ‘apparent’ death. In the book he argued that the pu-
trefaction of the body was the only way to be completely sure that a person 
was dead. There was interest in states of so-called “suspended animation.” 
such as fainting, coma, and sleeping. Mary Shelley followed contemporary 
scientific language when she described episodes of fainting within the novel. 
When Victor Frankenstein creates the creature, he collapses because of a 
nervous illness and describes himself in this state as “lifeless.” In this in-
stance, it is Clerval who “restored” him to “life” (ch. 5). Elizabeth faints on 
seeing the corpse of William: “She fainted and was restored with extreme 
difficulty. When she again lived, it was only to weep and sigh” (ch. 7). The 
language here is of a life lost and restored; while Elizabeth is unconscious, 
she is described as being dead. 

There were serious attempts, too, to reanimate the truly dead. In the latter 
half of the eighteenth century, the Italian physician Luigi Galvani found that 
frog’s legs twitched as if alive when struck by a spark of electricity. In her 
1831 Preface to Frankenstein, Mary Shelley mentions how discussions on 
this idea that one could electrically stimulate a dead muscle into apparent 
life—known as “galvanism”—came to influence her story. 

Many and long were the conversations between Lord Byron and Shelley, to 
which I was a devout but nearly silent listener. During one of these, various 
philosophical doctrines were discussed, and among others the nature of the 
principle of life, and whether there was any probability of its ever being dis-
covered and communicated... Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galva-
nism had given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a crea-
ture might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital 
warmth. 

Night waned upon this talk, and even the witching hour had gone by, before 
we retired to rest. When I placed my head on my pillow, I did not sleep, nor 
could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided 
me, gifting the successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far 
beyond the usual bounds of reverie. I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental 
vision—I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing 
he had put together. I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and 
then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir 
with an uneasy, half vital motion. 
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Galvani’s nephew, Giovanni Aldini, progressed from frogs’ legs to attempt-
ing the reanimation of hanged criminals, making use of the “Murder Act” of 
1752, which added the punishment of dissection to hanging. In 1803, Aldini 
was able to experiment with some success upon George Forster, who had 
been found guilty of murdering his wife and child. Onlookers reported that 
Forster’s eye opened, his right hand was raised and clenched, and his legs 
moved. 

M. Aldini, who is the nephew of the discoverer of this most interesting sci-
ence, showed the eminent and superior powers of galvanism to be far beyond
any other stimulant in nature. On the first application of the process to the
face, the jaws of the deceased criminal began to quiver, and the adjoining
muscles were horribly contorted, and one eye was actually opened. In the
subsequent part of the process the right hand was raised and clenched, and
the legs and thighs were set in motion. Mr Pass, the beadle of the Surgeons'
Company, who was officially present during this experiment, was so alarmed
that he died of fright soon after his return home.

Plate 4 from Aldini's Essai théorique et expérimental sur le galvanisme, avec une série 
d’expériences, (1804). 
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In Mary and Percy Shelleys’ tragic personal lives, there is much evidence 
that they believed the dead could be successfully reanimated. For example, 
Percy Shelley writes of their child, William Shelley’s last illness: “By the 
skill of the physician he was once reanimated after the process of death 
had actually commenced, and he lived four days after that time.” Death, it 
seems, could be reversed. 

In the years leading up to Mary Shelley’s publication of Frankenstein, 
there was a very public debate in the Royal College of Surgeons between 
two surgeons, John Abernethy and William Lawrence, on the nature of 
life itself. Both of these surgeons had links with the Shelleys: Percy had 
read one of Abernethy’s books and quoted it in his own work and Law-
rence had been the Shelleys’ doctor. In this debate, questions were asked 
about how to define life, and how living bodies were different from dead 
or inorganic bodies. Abernethy argued that life did not depend upon the 
body’s structure, the way it was organised or arranged, but existed sepa-
rately as a material substance, a kind of vital principle, “superadded” to 
the body. His opponent, Lawrence, thought this a ridiculous idea and in-
stead understood life as simply the working operation of all the body’s 
functions, the sum of its parts. Lawrence’s ideas were seen as being too 
radical: they seemed to suggest that the soul, which was often seen as 
being akin to the vital principle, did not exist either. Lawrence was forced 
to withdraw the book in which he had published his lectures and resign 
the hospital post he held, though he was reinstated after publicly de-
nouncing the views he had put forward. The episode showed just how 
controversial the categories of life and dead had become and provided fur-
ther inspiration for Mary Shelley’s novel. 

Professor Susan Ruston is Chair of Romanticism at Lancaster University. Her work focuses 
on the relationships between the literature, science, and medicine of the Romantic pe-
riod, between 1780 and 1820. Her first book, Shelley and Vitality (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), explored the medical and scientific contexts of Shelley's concept of vitality in 
Percy Bysshe Shelley’s major poetry. In 2010, she published Romanticism: An Introduc-
tion (Continuum), and in 2013, Creating Romanticism: Case Studies in the Literature, 
Science, and Medicine of the 1790s (Palgrave Macmillan). She has also coedited the Col-
lected Letters of Sir Humphry Davy, to be published in four volumes by Oxford University 
Press this year. Prof. Ruston is currently working on a book-length study on the topic 
covered in her essay, "The Science of Life and Death in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein," to 
be published under the same title by the Bodleian Library Press. 
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there was a foreign box in my room 
breathe out. in 

and just like yesterday when i opened it 
texture of the thorax: 

trapped metaphors and antitheses crawled out from its compartment 
up and high, down and low 

papers of a million sonnets filled the inside of it 
the visual of air hitting the curtain. 

with each poem a tear of its own. 
another torn curtain now mops the floor 

it was the box of the last evolving poet. 
poor blue drape with the pattern of a lady on a canoe. 

years ago, they ordered the execution of all poets 
my curtain is the vocal sac of a horny frog 

leaving a world with moderate comparison to exist without them 
if the hand of the wind is strengthened 

but today, a million lives would taste the beauty birthed by ink of these poets 
the sudden current of the curtain would whip my cup over the desk 

these evolved, dead poets 
and feed the lady on the canoe with water to mop. 

because these sonnets are flying the world 
this is the link; 

as i allow the wind to carry them 
how the state of the poor, and the rich, plus our knowledge of poetry depends on the 

intensity of 
the wind 

Isaac O. Daramola (he/him) is a poet, writer, and a Biomedical Science student at the University of Ibadan, 
Nigeria. He’s currently working on his debut crime/thriller novel and a poetry collection. His work has ap-
peared in journals such as Cephalopress, Mineral Literary Magazine, What are Birds, Pangolin Review, and 
the University’s Editorial Board. 

the intensity of the wind
Isaac O. Daramola 
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Specimens…

That’s what had brought 
them to the island and its 
attendant reefs that feasted 
upon nutrients dredged 
from the muddy depths by 
chill, well-travelled, abyssal 
drifts. 

Borne by a techno-sleek research craft, their bio-boxes were crowded 
with taxonomically ordered oceanic life: demon coral and crimson 
sea-stars, benthic feeders and photic war jellies, multitudinous 
shapes and forms rendered, at the edge of life, by ingenious instru-
mentation, bio-mimetic chemicals, thermo and pressure precise con-
trol. 

It was all wasted now—it was lost, returned to the murky waters 
within silvered coffins when the research vessel had sunk. It was a 

Specimens 
Kurosh J.  
Shadmand 
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quick and painless death which came unexpectedly, a murderous 
blow from a rogue wave glittering in the early morning sun. The ship 
had rolled, gasped, and burbled as it bled buoyancy, then surrendered 
to the depths. Having slept beneath the staring stars, he’d made it 
from the drowning deck, struck for the island’s nearby shore and 
crawled, exhausted, onto the sand. 

He’d thought he could see the bodies of his team at first, in the wa-
ters off the steep shelf plunging into the deeps and felt a surge of 
guilt. It was because of him they’d come here. He’d plotted the route, 
selected this island as a stop-off, pledged that its unique location 
promised abundant life. But guilt was soon replaced by something 
else. 

For the things in the water were not his crew… 

He’d tried to identify them, but failed, only learning there was more 
than one, several shapes in fact, a score—large, ponderous, angling 
closer to the shore. When he’d first seen a ripple-flash of weird col-
our come from one of the lurking, cruising forms, he’d backed away 
from the water’s edge, unsettled, and retreated to the tree’s edge. 
They’d followed. 

Dusk had come, his first alone upon the island. He’d sat quietly, eyes 
and ears both strained as the sounds of insect and aviary life dead-
ened and were replaced by the slither and pulse of lumpen, indistinct 
shapes that hauled themselves onto the sand. Painfully, they swelled, 
revealing shapes akin to titanic severed heads. Many limbs unraveled, 
Medusa-like, and hauled these crania along the beach. Then the flash 
he’d seen through the water would recur, that baleful iridescence 
glowing from within. 

What purpose did it serve? 

He hypothesised, collected evidence as more arrived and shone and 
sparkled as vivid expositions synchronised in the things, insinuating 
patterns, accommodations, flashing feelings and intent. Communica-
tion, he thought, encoded not in sound, but visual patterns and light. 
He is  ours , the y said, le t’s  co llect… and they moved towards him in 
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the gloom. He fled into the silent trees and found a clearing silvered 
by a sudden moon. As good a place to hide, to wait, perhaps even 
fight? Divergent intelligence was too treacherous a thing to trust 
your health, your life to. He fixed his gaze upon the clearing’s edge, 
then squeezed his eyes tight. Did he really wish to see the source of 
the slithering, stealthy sounds that were coming through the trees? 

He murmured to himself and raved—then, as the things stalked 
closer, he shrieked. A strange sentience pursued him. He was all 
alone. He shouted, uttered dire curses, used the primal power of his 
voice—that honed and crafted primate evolution, that bespoke ag-
gression, the social order, and science and dominion that other crea-
tures feared. The things replied with gargled hoots—yet another pil-
lar of conveyance—in an alienly, mocking cacophony that said to 
him, ‘but there are none to hear your cries...’ Then lights infiltrated 
and terror scratched, vindictive claws like those of a jungle-cat left 
the form of his language gashed with bloody scores, rendering it in-
coherent. 

They paused at the clearing’s edge, then on they came with colorant 
displays, and he looked and saw them all around him, viciously un-
veiled. Huge, octopodian, glaring with pellucid eyes; shimmering, 
moist skin that was their voice, roaring in their silence; many limbs 
strong and snakelike, used for crawling locomotion, for seizing… 
they reached for him, coiled about him, lifted him struggling from his 
feet, while points of fire bit like barbs then cooled with icy, anes-
thetic numbness. He relented against his will and depthless liquid 
eyes crowded in, inscrutable, distracted...and a notion chilled. 

Were they… tasting him? 

A dazzle of approving crimson blazed and through his horror, and he 
noted distinctions in the things: eyes set slightly further apart in one 
hulking beast, a distinctive nick in the eye arch of another, a silver 
speckling upon one set of photic skin that shone like a cascading gal-
axy of stars. His psyche cleft in two, one taking notes, the other 
screaming. 
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They bore him clumsily through the trees, then whispering across 
the beach, down to the lapping water’s edge. Panic bloomed, a deeper 
circle of hell. 

No, he would not be drowned! 

Adrenaline aroused envenomed nerves, and he writhed against a hold 
as firm as wrought iron roots until the chill suffusion from the barbs 
drugged him more limp and he was pulled under, under, plungingly 
deep, until the thing’s myriad communication colours were spectrally 
curtailed into blues and greens and the breath was pressed in bub-
bles from his chest that fled to the above. 

Now he would surely drown… 

As he gasped for air and the burning saltwater surged into his lungs, 
he prepared for the blackness that would soon envelop him. 

He would not be drowned… 

Far worse. 

For he saw his friends, lashed securely to a reef, flesh soft and shape-
less from submersion. They were undead like he—water-breathing, 
starry-eyed aware, and destined for some other purpose. Rendered at 
the edge of life. 

Specimens…

KJ Shadmand is a fantasy, sci-fi, and horror writer who teaches English for Aca-
demic Purposes as his day job. He is the author of the heroic fantasy epic Children 
of Anshar and is a writer and editor with GamebookNews.com. He is due to release 
his debut gamebook in the summer of 2020, entitled Beast-haven Isle: An Interac-
tive Fiction Adventure. KJ is a Medieval History graduate and has held teaching 
jobs all over the world.
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Ode to Dracula 

Searching, longing, wanting and patiently I have waited… 
God why have you forsaken me? 
Broken promises… Broken dreams… 
Pale and cold to the touch 
No more heartbeat… 
No more shall I sleep 

The darkness that I have become… 
Lurking in shadows dark and damp 
I fight this hunger as long as I dare 
Holding her in the moonlight… 
Quite beautiful she is under my trance 

Emotions swirling, thoughts in my head begin to dance 
A mother, A wife, A sister she could be 
Pulsing, Pounding… how rhythmic the sound 
Deep and penetrating… I taste of her essence 

Through her sacrifice I live on 
God why have you forsaken me? 
This monster I have become 
I welcome death but fear it may never come 

A Selection of Poetry 
& Flash Fiction 

by 
Snakefist Panda 
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Losing your soul in stormy weather 
 
We began as one and were separated at conception 
A lifetime spent searching because we believe the deception 
Selfless submission is our foundation 
Selfish vain desire spreads from nation to nation 
 
We see no purpose in our creation, only survival, the purpose of evolution 
Separate and divorce call it freedom and we sing revolution 
Dog eating dog like a rat devouring a mouse 
Each of us throwing stones from our own glass house 
 
We are the children of a carpenter, made to build, not destroy 
We play with each other’s lives like a kid with a shiny new toy 
Are we able to rekindle a fading star? 
From Adam to Atom some say we have evolved far 
 
I do not wish to evolve, I was created perfectly, in the image of my father 
Vanity plates, Vanity mirrors, look deeper… why even bother 
We bought the book because it had such a beautiful cover bound in leather 
If only we had read it before boarding a plane doomed to crash in stormy weather 

 
 
 
 

Star Gazing 

Looking through this Keplerian like Johannes Hevelius… So many 
hidden symbols: Argo Navis… Linguistically I'm new to this game but 
never been a novice… Living life on the edge Argonautica… 
 
Appolonius Rhodius rolled it out like Rhodimus Prime… This epic is 
not only for Jason and his Argonauts… An adventure reaching une-
quivocal heights… Setting the bar for today's astronauts… 
 
The heavens a mystery to one without a sextant… Medea the treasure 
of my heart, you know I'm gonna sex that… Fleeced over golden de-
sires with Hellenistic intent… 
 
Uncle Pelias made too many a promise… Intolerable deviant behavior 
and he turned yellow like Jaundice… I Landed on Lemnos and found 
heaven for a G… Damn, if star gazing ain't heavenly. 
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Tell the Truth I 
 
 

Where do I begin with such an American experience of reality, dreams, and 
nightmares? Streets paved in gold, concrete, and blood… My only options 
were to survive, get locked up, or die… I guess it all starts like every great 
story does; with a woman, a romance, and a death. 
 
January 1988 was one of the coldest winters in history. I had just turned 13, 
growing up in small town West Virginia... CAP city. My father was a mystery 
to me even though he and my mother were married till the day he died. Nev-
ertheless, I never knew much about him. He constantly worked or was at so-
cial events with the local mob families outta New York. My mother was a 3rd 
generation witch from a Cherokee tribe. Her grandmother was a full-blooded 
Cherokee medicine woman and her mother was hard as stone, cold as ice, 
and strong willed. So growing up in my mother’s—Mary's—house, I would 
find voodoo dolls, old leather-bound spell books, and tarot cards instead of 
the usual jewellery, porn, and cash that other kids found hidden around the 
house. 
 
My first experience with violence: I was quite young, barely old enough to 
walk and still old enough to remember. My mother came into my room and 
picked me up from my bed. Holding me as she carried me from my room to 
my parents’ bed and laying down cuddled up to me. I remember her sweet 
smell, the warmth of her caress, and the feeling of love and comfort. My fa-
ther always came home early in the morning around 4 or 5 a.m. I could hear 
him walk in and the front door shut… I woke up excited because I rarely saw 
my dad. I opened my eyes when he turned on the bedroom light. As I rolled 
over, I saw the glimmer from a long butcher knife being pulled from under-
neath my mother's pillow. I heard dad say, “Hey baby, I'm home," Mary 
turned over and drove that butcher knife through dad's left hand all the way 
to the hilt. I was horrified as blood splattered and poured from his hand. Un-
forgettable, that experience created the raging monster that grew inside of 
me for the rest of my life… 
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Tell the Truth II 

Listen Jacob, "I really think we have had a breakthrough today!"  

“Why, Doctor Richards, whatever do you mean?” 

"Well, we’ve already established that your displaced anger comes from all the vio-
lence and abuse your mother put you through with all the rituals and beatings." 

Doctor Richards continued, "I believe that you murdered all those people because 
of this pedophilic relationship with this prostitute Cookie and the fact that you felt 
betrayed when she died from AIDS." 

Jacob sat up straight as a wooden board and replied in a slow, devious tone. "Well, 
no shit… that's exactly what I've been trying to tell you for over a year, darling." 

Jacob clenched his teeth and almost snarled as he continued, "I killed those men 
and women because they were wicked, just like my mother.” 

Dr. Richards could see that Jacob was getting agitated because he was making fists 
with his hands, clenching his teeth, and his breathing had shallowed. Dr. Richards 
insisted in a calming voice, "Jacob, just relax... this is a safe place... try to breathe 
like we've been practicing.” 

In an attempt to ease the beast inside of Jacob White, even though he remained in 
handcuffs during their weekly psychiatric visits, Dr. Susan Richards was terrified 
of this man. The more she learned about Jacob White's history and his mental 
state, the more terrified she became. With most of her patients there was always a 
little light at the end of the tunnel—a little hope that they could reform, change or 
at least repent… 

This was not the case with Jacob at all. There was no doubt, if given the slightest 
chance he would kill again, and again, and again without mercy or remorse. Jacob 
White had one solitary purpose in life—kill every woman who reminded him of his 
mother or every man that reminded him of a guy that had sex with Cookie. The 
best Dr. Richards could hope to do was medicate Jacob and keep him as calm as 
possible until his execution. 
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The Last Confessions of Jacob White 
 

WARNING! THIS STORY CONTAINS DESCRIPTIONS OF PHYSICAL AND SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE THAT SOME SURVIVORS MAY FIND PARTICULARLY UNSETTLING. 

 
 
That sound again, beeep… beep… beep… 

The radio turns on. 
 
“This is Tony Tucci, The Tiger, welcoming you to Rock 105. Let’s get our day started 
with some classic ’80s Poison… ‘Every rose has its Thorn.’” 
 
I faintly hear the music in the background as my eyes begin to slowly blink open, re-
vealing the same one room apartment I’ve been renting for the last two years. Then it 
hits me… Today is such an important day that it makes me spring to my feet, which 
are already in motion. 
 
I make the bed exactly the same way I’d done ever since my first week of boot camp 
at Fort Lejeune, tucked in nice and tight. I grab the quarter from the dresser and flick 
into the air with my right thumb and snatch it mid-flight slamming it back on the 
dresser. I look down, and of course it’s heads yet again. 
 
As I walk into the bathroom, I take off my boxers and grab a rag from the rack hang-
ing on the back of the door. Then, I open the glass shower door and turn on the hot 
water. I stand there watching the shower and bathroom begin to steam up. I can’t 
help but to think about our last conversation. 
 
The way he looked at me… The way a starving lion looks at a bright-eyed baby ga-
zelle from a distance. I could see both the struggle and the thirst for blood in his eyes 
as he gave me the once over that had become the usual ritual at the beginning of our 
interviews. 
 

*** 
 
Jacob looked quite at home in his orange jumpsuit. He was smiling as he watched me 
take my seat at the table across from him. I motioned to the guard and asked him to 
please remove Jacob's restraints. He quickly began rubbing his wrists one at a time. 
He reached into his pocket, retrieving a pack of Newport cigarettes and a lighter. 
 
Jacob thought to himself, “Looking at Michael sitting across from me I can see the 
excitement in his eyes. It’s our last little talk the day before my scheduled execution 
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by the state of Alabama.” He lit his cigarette and smiled to reassure those pigs watch-
ing on camera that he intended poor Michael no harm. 
 
Jacob greeted Michael in a jovial tone, “Aww yes, my young reporter friend, it would 
appear this will be the last of our meet’n greet sessions, no?” 
 
Michael nodded as he turned on his recorder and placed it in the middle of the table. 
 
“Well Michael, shall we begin”? Jacob said inquisitively, to which Michael nodded 
once again. 
 
Jacob began speaking slowly… 
 

“It was mid-October—I still remember the smell of decaying life mixed with the 
morning dew in the mountains of Greenbriar County, WV. I had been hiding in a 
small wooden cabin I discovered fleeing from the nationwide manhunt. It was day 
44 and I had been there for 3 days living off of the few items I found in the refriger-
ator and cabinets. 
 
I had grown quite bored and decided I needed a little exercise, so I went for a 
morning stretch, hiking through the forest, but I could feel the hunger of the beast 
raging inside of me. Mesmerized by its voice, I could faintly hear it growling in my 
head… Feed me, feed me more. L-u-c-k-i-l-y, that cabin wasn't far from civilization. 
 
As I neared the edge of the forest, I could hear a man and woman arguing. Appar-
ently, the lady was angry because she found some message on her boyfriend’s 
phone. She couldn't have been older than 25, and she was very easy on the eyes… 
 
Her shorts left little to the imagination—I must admit, she gave me one hell of a 
hard on. Without warning, she drew her right hand back and slapped his face with 
such ferocity that I could have sworn I felt it too. The little man-pussy started to 
tear up. I almost laughed out loud, but thankfully I caught myself before someone 
noticed me. 
 
I watched as he turned and walked away from her. The beast inside of me urging 
me on, I followed her as she walked in the opposite direction, still bitching to her-
self. I remained silent, hiding in the brush of the forest, watching as she plopped 
down on a fallen tree and began to sob uncontrollably. 
 
Closer... Closer... Slowly, I made my way down to her… As I got closer, I could 
smell the sweet decadence of her perfume. I almost had her within my reach… Just 
one more step. Suddenly I heard a twig snap beneath my left foot and so did she. 
She started looking around with her eyes blinded by those beautiful tears. 
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I quickly grabbed her in a rear naked choke hold and dragged her into the woods. 
She kicked and squirmed frantically before she passed out. I pulled out my blade 
and sliced her throat, severing her vocal cords. I spotted and grabbed some hanging 
vines and cut them down from a nearby tree and restrained her feet and hands. 

Just as I began cutting her clothes from her body, I heard the familiar voice of her 
boyfriend, yelling, “Amanda!” I'd have to say that she heard him as well, because it 
was at this moment that her eyes opened. I looked down at her from my knees, 
stroking her hair as I straddled her. 

She had a look of complete terror, and her eyes were filled with bewilderment and 
fear as tears began rolling down her face once more. I looked her in the eyes and 
smiled as I put my finger up to my mouth as if telling her to be silent. She was 
quite beautiful as the blood from her throat leaked down the front of her shirt and 
around her neck. The blood mixed in with her bleached hair, creating red high-
lights. 

I grabbed her by the throat leaned forward and whispered in her ear… Don’t worry 
Amanda, it will all be over before you know it. Before I could finish the sentence, I 
had drawn my knife into the air above my head. With one singular stroke I pene-
trated her chest cavity, severing her aorta. I watched as each beat of her heart sent 
blood gushing out from the wound. 

I wanted to savor the kill, so I left the knife in her chest for a moment while I 
stroked her hair. 

Finally, she stopped breathing, and I pulled out my blade and tasted the still warm 
blood on the cold, stainless steel. I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back to 
my hideout.” 

As Jacob finished the story, I could feel the goose bumps forming on my arms. I was 
again gripped by fear, no matter how many times I’d sat in this very room and lis-
tened to the gory details of Jacob's murders… Oddly, it was the thought of never 
hearing his stories direct from the horse’s mouth that scared me the most. In some 
eerie way, Jacob White had become my one and only friend… 

The spirit of the snake: When the snake appears in your life, it likely 
means that healing opportunities, change, important transitions, and 
increased energy are manifesting; the spirit of the Panda: The panda 
is a powerful spirit animal inspiring tranquil strength and determina-
tion—I am the Snakefist Panda wishing you all peace, balance, and 
harmony. 
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The little girl and boy were
screaming. 

Not the bad screaming. 

Not Mia’s screaming. 

Lucretia stood in the outer schoolyard, looking through the fence that sepa-
rated her from the scene of the crime she had created two months prior. Of 
all the kids packed into the limited pen designated for kindergarten students, 
her eyes and ears couldn’t help but track the running, laughing—for now, 
she thought—screaming little girl and boy, engaged in the age-old interplay: 
the fluttering of the little girl’s long hair; the little boy’s outstretched hand; 
the former barely outrunning the latter, whether by choice or biology, laugh-
ing, screaming, most times out of exhilaration, sometimes because a primi-
tive thought told her she was in genuine danger; the way the invisibly teth-
ered pair navigated the other children, who were merely sitting ducks oblivi-
ous to the fast-paced game of tandem sparrows; the little boy finding a latent 
gear, accelerating, reaching with a clawed hand, closer, closer, closer; the lit-
tle girl abruptly turning to avoid his fingers; the chase slowing down—this 

Tangerine 
Strands 
Alfredo S. Arcilesi 



24 

time—to recover for an encore, or dying altogether, the dangerous game 
saved for something as distant as another day, or as close as the next recess. 

And outside of this customary exchange, outside of this playground within a 
playground, Lucretia felt relief, for the little girl and boy had yet again suc-
cessfully avoided recreating the history that had taken place in there. 

She and Mia's history. 

A history she had forgotten until last week. 

Lucretia had looked forward to the first day of school. Her mother had 
dropped her off at the side of the building, wished her good luck on her first 
day of school, and drove away to the job that paid their rent. Mia's mother, 
on the other hand…well, if she had work, she had clearly called in sick to 
protect her daughter from Lucretia. 

It was in the gymnasium, where the buzzing student body waited to be as-
signed their new teachers, that Lucretia had felt the summer's sunburns in 
her gut, the summer's scraped knees all over her body, for she had seen for 
the first time how and in what condition Mia had spent her summer—thanks 
to that single moment in June. 

Thanks to Lucretia. 

The little girl and boy were screaming again. 

Not the bad screaming. 

Not Mia's screaming. 

Not yet, Lucretia thought. 

She looked away from the potential violence and focussed on the one obsta-
cle she would need to overcome if now was indeed the time to do what she 
hadn't any real courage to do. But when the obsidian eyes of Ms. Jackson, 
perched atop the steps leading to Lucretia's assigned door, met hers, she 
panicked, resorting to blindly surveying the vast schoolyard available to her. 

She knew her new world by heart: the field that was home to two continental 
versions of football, haloed by quintuplet tracks; faded baseball diamond; 
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fully-loaded play area—just some of the perks of becoming a full-day student 
in the first grade. 
 
The perks, however, did nothing to perk her up. 
 
Everyone was out here, relishing their twenty minutes outside the stifling 
classrooms, trying to capture as much of the lingering dog days as possible. 
Everyone who stole glances of Mia, who never saw, but must have felt the 
judging eyes. Everyone who gossiped, but pretended otherwise, as if the 
school was ripe with other Mias. 
 
Everyone was out here. 
 
Except Mia. 
 
Lucretia could bear the Mia-less vista no longer. Heavy guilt shepherded her 
heavy legs toward Ms. Jackson. She could have claimed to have felt ill—she 
was, after all, sick with nerves—but opted for a watered-down lie that the 
hateful teacher would likely deny. “Can I get a drink, Ms. Jackson?” Her 
voice cracked, supporting her cause. 
 
Ms. Jackson smiled, opened the door, and held it for the stunned Lucretia. 
She eyed the teacher as she crossed the threshold. The woman indeed ap-
peared to be the same Ms. Jackson who had cradled and cooed the wailing 
Mia on that day in June; the same Ms. Jackson who glared and yelled at the 
culpable Lucretia. Doesn't she remember me? Lucretia mused. Doesn't she 
remember what I did? 
 
The hard handrail felt like a slippery serpent of electric nerves. With legs of 
quicksand, she began the long ascent. She caught up to her pounding heart 
upon reaching the second-floor landing. There, the pair of heavy doors 
guarded against her, protecting whom she sought. But they were no match 
for a mousy thumb pressing the latch. 
 
The click of the stairwell door did nothing to interrupt the hushed voices 
wafting over to her from the opposite side of the hallway. While the volume 
of the conversation rose with every step toward the only open door, specific 
words refused to clarify themselves. Still, Lucretia discerned two voices: one 
she knew, but scarcely heard during class; the other could have belonged to 
either relief or dread, for Mia's mother was prone to classroom visits 
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between the usual drop-offs and pick-ups—which contributed to the list of 
gossip topics. 

Please be Mrs. Atwood, she thought. 

Lucretia reached the door and listened for whether or not she would abort 
her mission. When her heart, thudding in her ears, skipped a beat, she heard 
not dread, but relief—Mrs. Atwood!—and turned the corner just as another 
thought occurred to her: Mia's mother could still be in there, not talking. 

Two pairs of eyes looked up at her from their respective desks. One pair 
looked back down just as quickly. The other pair held her gaze. “Hey, Lucre-
tia.” There was a tinge of surprise in Mrs. Atwood's voice. Surprise turned to 
concern. “You okay?” 

Lucretia knew she looked as dishevelled and antsy and nauseous as she felt. 
“Yeah,” she croaked. “Just…” She couldn't lie about needing a drink; she had 
passed the fountains on her way over. 

“Too hot outside?” Mrs. Atwood offered. 

“Yeah,” Lucretia exhaled, relieved for the out. 

“Well, you can take your seat if you like. Recess is almost over, anyway. 
Speaking of…” Mrs. Atwood rose from her desk. “Girls, I'll be right back. 
Gotta use the ladies' room.” She turned to the damaged thing at the far end 
of the second-last row, peeling a tangerine. “We'll talk some more about it 
later, okay, Mia?” 

Lucretia wondered if Mrs. Atwood saw the pain, suffering, and sadness that 
animated Mia's barely nodding head. She wondered if Mrs. Atwood knew 
that she was responsible for those emotions. Of course, she does, Lucretia 
reminded herself. Mia and her mother and Ms. Jackson for sure told her what 
I did. 

Mrs. Atwood flashed Lucretia a smile on her way out. 

Victim and criminal were alone. 

Lucretia remained at the door. Staring at Mia, like the other kids. Talking 
about her, like the other kids, except her conscience was the mouth, tongue-
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tied, inarticulate. Her meagre vocabulary boiled down to a single thought: 
Just do it, chicken! 

Paring herself from the linoleum, Lucretia shuffled toward the row of desks 
in a wide arc, simultaneously avoiding and gravitating toward the back row. 
Her eyes never left Mia, who busied herself with her tangerine. As she drew 
reluctantly closer, Lucretia was afforded a profile view of the baseball cap—a 
major topic of gossip—that never left Mia's head. Having reached the begin-
ning of the back row, she then trudged the never-ending trudge toward her 
ill-placed desk at the very end. 

Each timid step brought her closer to Mia. 

Each fearful step brought her closer to the damned baseball cap… and what 
it hid. 

Each outright terrified step packed more and more of Mia's citrusy snack into 
her nose. 

Standing behind her chair, which sat behind her desk, which sat behind Mia, 
Lucretia wondered why Mia's mother—who had witnessed the unfortunate 
seating plan during several of her visits—allowed the criminal so close to her 
daughter. 

Lucretia heard Mia's chewing slow, saw her back stiffen, growing uncomfort-
ably aware of Lucretia's presence, and the lack of chair legs scraping against 
the floor. 

Chicken! Chicken! CHICKEN! 

She collapsed, rather than sat in, her poorly assigned seat, and she couldn't 
help but fall into the week-long habit of studying the bit of naked scalp visi-
ble under the rim of Mia's baseball cap. She memorized the bony ridges, the 
shallow pockets, the pronounced point where the skull met the spine, the 
precise number of pink and red bumps. She knew each of Mia's five beauty-
marks intimately, and no matter how many times her eyes played with them, 
she couldn't settle upon a shape, pattern, or design. She believed that if the 
school day were longer, she would finally be able to count each terribly short 
bristle of thin hair. 
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A fresh burst of tangerine invaded Lucretia's nose. The odour divided itself: 
southbound, to her stomach, where it mixed with and churned breakfast; 
northbound, to the mysterious region of the brain where scent converted to 
imagery. There, she saw that bright June day, not too dissimilar from the lit-
tle girl and boy outside. Did he catch her? she wondered. Is she crying? 

Chicken! that other part of her taunted. 

What if she doesn't believe me? 

Chicken! 

What if she screams and cries again? 

Chicken! 

What if she hits me? 

CHICKEN! 

Another burst of tangerine perspiration. This time Lucretia didn't see the lit-
tle girl and boy, but another film entirely—the claustrophobic kindergarten 
playground; Mia clutching the back of her head, bawling in Ms. Jackson's 
arms; Lucretia trying her best not to join in on the bawling, but failing, try-
ing to give back the long brunette strands of hair wrapped around her stubby 
fingers; Mia blaring her refusal; Lucretia covering her blubbering face, her 
snotty nose detecting something flowery, something fruity. 

Yet another surge of Mia's tangerine, and Lucretia realized that Mia's envied, 
ropelike hair had been washed in tangerine-scented shampoo that day in 
June. 

“I'm sorry.” Lucretia craved to be heard, perhaps even to be forgiven, and yet 
she didn't understand why Mia was turning to face her. 

“For what?” Mia asked. 

Lucretia couldn't believe the question more than the fact Mia was actually 
talking to her. Did she forget, too? Like Ms. Jackson? Does her mom remem-
ber? 
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Mia started to turn away. 

The tangerine had completely assimilated with Lucretia's stomach contents, 
and out came a vomit of sorts: “I'm sorry for pulling your hair and for mak-
ing you cry and for making all your hair fall out of your head and eyebrows 
and everyone talking about you and looking at you and not playing with you 
and making you not want to go outside and play…” As she purged, she saw 
the most peculiar thing—a smile. Mia had never looked so pretty. Lucretia 
thought Mia had been pretty on their last day as kindergartners, when she 
had asked if she'd like to play tag, but this was… 

…beauty. 

Lucretia sealed her spewing. She noted a sliver of pale orange flesh stuck be-
tween Mia's big teeth, somehow enhancing her beautiful smile. 

“You didn't pull all my hair out, Luke,” Mia said, her voice tickled by a sup-
pressed laugh. 

Lucretia—“Luke” to her only friend, Mia—saw two of the girl before her. 
Both Mias lost their beautiful smiles as they took Lucretia's hand, and asked 
her why she was crying. 

“I thought I…” Tears drowned the thought. “I thought I pulled out all your 
hair when we played tag that time.” 

“No,” Mia said, beautiful smile nowhere on her lips, “I was sick.” 

“Sick? Like a cold?” Lucretia sniffled as if she bore the illness. 

“I got leukemia,” Mia said, the word somewhat shaky on her tongue. 

Lucretia tasted the foreign word. “Lu-Luke-Mia?” She beamed. “Luke-Mia? 
Like our names?” 

Mia smiled another one of her rainbows, tangerine pulp and all. “I never 
thought of that.” 

“What's Lu-Luke—” 
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“Leukemia,” Mia corrected. “It's a bad sickness, but I don't got it anymore 
because the doctor gave me medicine, but the medicine makes your hair fall 
out. My mom is going to come to class one day soon and help me and Mrs. 
Atwood tell everyone about it.” 

On the one hand, Lucretia was relieved to be off the hook. On the other, she 
now wished she had been the cause of Mia's hair loss. “Is that why you don't 
want to go outside?” The regret of the inquiry came as swiftly as Mia's radi-
ant smile faded. 

“I want to, but I can't do too much stuff, like running. I don't like the way the 
other kids look at me, and stuff.” Now it was Lucretia's turn to wipe her du-
plicate self from Mia's brimming eyes. 

The school bell rang, setting off an uproar outside. 

Mrs. Atwood returned as if on cue. “You girls okay?” She hadn't noticed the 
swollen eyes. They smiled. “Mia, all good?” An extra smile from Mia. 

Once again, Lucretia was gifted with the back of Mia's baseball-capped head, 
the way she would remain until the glancing and gossiping kids were sum-
moned outside for more for-granted play. She leaned forward, and whispered 
each word louder than the next, for the rowdiness was racing up the steps. 
“If you want, I can play with you outside next recess.” She saw the beauty-
marks closest to each of Mia's ears rise ever so slightly, and she knew her 
friend was smiling. 

And though the children were screaming in the hallway—not the bad kind of 
screaming; not Mia's screaming—Lucretia caught Mia's whisper: “Maybe we 
can play tag.” 

Alfredo Salvatore Arcilesi has spent a decade penning award-winning short- and fea-
ture-length screenplays, while working as a full-time artisan baker. His prose work ex-
plores the trials and tribulations of ordinary people, slice-of-life examinations anchored 
in real and surreal settings. His short stories have appeared in over a dozen literary jour-
nals, including Raconteur Literary Magazine, Scrittura Magazine, and The Helix Magazine. 
In addition to several short pieces, he is currently working on his debut novel. 
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Tethered by the sick images of trauma and beaten down by hysterical words, the thin lids of your 
eyes close. 

They are shutting out the man  who promised you a red 
carpet—a flash of red velvet symbolizing unhinged love. 

It should´ve been enough that you left with his grand failures— worse than colorless tears 
on a broken face. 

And you have contemplated, you have stopped. Like he said, you are not profound. 

Your suffering makes you sick and sad,          a shuddering, somewhat horrible powerless 
thing. 

Weak. 

Inside you are dissolving into nothingness, and he prays for you and himself. 

You wish for a vacant sunset and an unsound heart, the tiny inch of what´s left— all 
fragments of a tender life with repetitive dismay. 

You know he sees you, overused and so abused,  but do you 
see someone who is as uneven as lost time—separated from fragile desire? 

Someone who is shamelessly dispensable? 

Or are you an obvious idiot  finding love in her tears? 

Clara Roberts is a graduate of the MA in Writing Program at Johns Hopkins University. Her poetry and non-
fiction have been published in detritus, Idle Ink, From Whispers to Roars, Heartwood Literary Magazine, Back 
Patio Press, among others. She lives in Baltimore where she finds material to write about every day.

G a p e
Clara Roberts 



32 

 

You Shall Only Know Love by its Absence 

Water and blood like your poetry works 
When I finally push against your breast 
With my ear as if to gather your heart  
Of words returned of all but rhythm  

When in blood you remind me to my life 
As we feed paper boats to currents run  
On tiny racing bounds of dream-laughter 
The kids in reservoirs of endless cool 

In striding Los Angeles veins capering 
In miracles kids do without knowing 
In the words they call over bare oceans 
In echoes run like naked concrete now 

Returned in singing to gabble tidepool 
Of life as something laughing forever, 
Like mother, father, and child existed, 
Saint Monica said, Before. Ever. Was.

Tilt the Holy Neon 

We go in a giggle of ghosts 
Unbroken and tilt the holy neon 
Clock-wheels of color, in other words, 
As these and other worlds go verb 
And vowel licking distance in light 
You hide within your vastness flight 
And gossip my whole universe in stars  
And two of everything, at least you know 
How odd identity is and posing  
In the light, gabbing all the time and what 
In the primeval sense we always touch. 
We may see patterns and can be afraid  
Of love, identity is still the fox, 
Eyes glowing, talking dreams, our planets 
Maybe a million years dead already,  
Or stars that die tonight. A light just ghosts.

Three Love Poems by Adam Ai
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Gold, Love & War 

Words. Like in the beginning, 
Apple-wine, firelight, 
A moral for us of course,     
As children laughing lay 
Shock in a paper mirror, 
The plot twist, in the end. 
The last page is a foil. 
Before that laughing okay, 
And blowsy I scuttled wood 
And leaves, pages flew  
Gold mouths describing everything 
Wings high on lexiconography, 

Words. Mom and Dad 
Read and read and ever drunk  
On distance I just listen for poetry 
As they eat the books and spit 

Words. The secret is ink, 
Accidental epiphany,    
The voice of my mother a ghost 
Of night and I fall asleep so close 
To the fire I breathe and wake a dragon, 
In pretty words I promise 
But now my heart is smoke 
The silence my silence and 
I go dreaming on and dream 

Words. Maybe I woke up 
Spells like a talismanic 
Magic curses me and maybe 
Cures me too. I knew 

Words. What isn't about love? 
Is this book as big as I fear? 
Is my heart as big as I must? 
The spine is broken with 
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Words. Gold, Love & War.  
So mine is a story of ours.  
The last page is first.  
God and devil arrive all moons 
Rising in the seasons of 
Dreaming a dream king, 

Words. Dead that walk away, 
In my voice when I speak 
In verse the forest burns 
And where do I see my face 
But as they walk through me 
Into every reflection?  
Moral. The end. Light.  

Adam Ai is a poet and Army veteran from Los Angeles, California. He has previously been 
published in South Florida Poetry Journal, Ninshar Arts, Chiron Review, Art Times Journal, An-
cient Paths Christian Literary Magazine, Abstract: Contemporary Expressions Magazine, 
Pointed Circle, and Xenith. Follow him on Twitter @AdamAiPoems. 
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poltergeist 

wherever you took 
your spirit to hide  
i was with you, trembling as a ghost waiting for resurrection in the heat of your skin  
curling unfeeling hands around the red string, pulling  
for the second sight.   

seeking 
girls ascendant in the sea who spread curses, daughters of ancient naiads 
with snapping teeth, luminescent  
and wicked.  

the voracity  
of old gods, coy in their ways,  
sneaks into sacred nesting place, where eggshells 
rest to propagate.   

faded and earnest, this repetitive 
coiling exposes soft underbelly 
where scales peel back 
annexed under stars slated 
to fall to earth.   
gleaming in the whites of my eyes.  

Two Haunting Poems
by Milena Bee 
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“you construct intricate rituals” 

gorgon ancestors 
loose in the garden 
startle Eve 
and offer, in apology, an apple 
predecessor to the golden, predecessor 
to the head on the golden shield. 

Genesis dooms woman and snake both, interchangeable 
beasts in the modern day. 

Medusa, gorgon, feeds slices of 
apples to cursed bedfellows.  
tongues burn  
at sweet taste.  
Medusa burns 
when Perseus cleaves 
her head from her shoulders 
like an apple, falling  
from the tree. 

Milena Bee is a poet based in Los Angeles, where they live with family and a lot of house-
plants. They've been published in Beestung, Sad Girl Review, and Giallo, amongst 
others. They can be found working on lit mag/zine press, All Guts No Glory, which they 
are the co-founder of. 
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I get my foot stuck in a ribcage. Daydreams… Exhaustion… The con-
crete of this stretch is endless and the white lines here are fuzzy, hard to 
follow. 

The asphalted world is getting more difficult to navigate. As the carpark 
surface ages and wears, the demarcation points are confused. Some days 
the ground is broken, great potholes appearing, a force cracking up. I 
think it’s diabolical. 

I wriggle my ankle free of the bones, the ribs fairly small. Belonged ei-
ther to a woman or teenager I’d guess. More skeletal remains in these 
last few weeks. I’m travelling inward, where there were people in 
greater numbers. They perished here, in egress. I’ll head to where they 
came from. It won’t do to change the way ahead. I’ve been committed to 
it for a long time, and swore to myself that I wouldn’t deviate, no matter 
what, because that would be as good as restarting. 

I can’t begin again. 

Intermission 
of the Dust 
Traffic 
Rebecca Gransden 
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Every carpark space has its own character, its individual marker. 
Twisted grasses, some trodden, flattened weeds, spindly twiglets, cracks 
of course, loose stones, gravelly detritus, the remnants of metal objects 
bent, bleached fragments of some plastic thing. The lines. 
 
I selected my way at random, by spinning and holding out an out-
stretched arm, opening my eyes, realising I was a little wonky, and then 
straightening myself to align with a long white line. So now I follow 
them. 
 
…white line, step over middle line, white line, scuttle over bare concrete 
to the next parking space, repeat… 
 
Sometimes there are raised curbs to navigate, either tarmac filled or 
overgrown with sickly grass, other times inactive streetlights to pause 
underneath, or metal barriers to climb over, bollards to dodge. But only 
one way forward. 
 
Precepts tangle underfoot, slats of iron pocked with ghost wormholes, 
the voodoo meal eaten blindfolded underneath a discontinued overpass. 
An exodus of film stock passengers ambling, cine captured wraiths hud-
dled in gangs. The canine teeth stretch over the rot, slurp memories 
banished by the indigestible—a train of smoke bodies, tagged like hiero-
phants. 
 
This place manufactures vomity bile. 
 
I don’t presuppose here. 
 
The horizon doesn’t exist, I’ve decided. Carpark exists. Everything just 
is, on and on forever. I’ll stumble around this sphere to the same spot 
and not recognise it, because everything looks the same and is decaying 
alike. But the bones—these brittle remnants sleep in destroyed grey, 
and when there are more of them, I find some hope deep down. They’re 
not much, but enough to balance the white lines, without interruption. 
 
If I had a rifle, I’d shoot the glass clouds down and let the rainbow 
shards fall and splinter among the bones and rusty carcasses of 
pushbikes. There is venom in the wind, a dispatched message, a claw. I 
bring up a lung regularly, purple and clotted stiff, and choke it back 
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down with a wince. When the perfume of barbecued fences wafts by, I 
want to be obedient to the lace matrix hours and my anger at being left 
behind. 

As barriers twitch, I know the red eye is out and wandering the carpark, 
its pupil rotating as it searches the emptiness. I can only tell when it’s 
night when I have its red to contrast with the dirty light. I don’t know 
what it’s looking for, but it isn’t me. I cross its path sometimes, and it 
floats. 

Vacant tins rattle as they roll, taken by breezes low to the asphalt, 
petrichor in memory. They are holey and useless, apart from their mu-
sic. Tune clatters along with the soft growl of the wind, until there’s a 
lull again. The silence is different since the hum went away. Now I hear 
myself above it all. 

I pass statuesque people, petrified in a strange amalgam of crumbling 
stone and degrading metal, their faces drooped like melted wax. They 
wait in the carpark at the side of spaces, expecting their cars to be there, 
no doubt, but finding empty space. Some are frozen bending down, pok-
ing their hand out as if with keys ready to beep the car open. More 
bones too, but made of brass or metallised plastic, spokes of femurs pro-
truding from the ground, taking root. 

A stigmatic walks where the lines don’t touch, dressed in white, dusted 
and rubbed cloth, wounds seeping with dark liquid onto the concrete in 
drips, leaving a splodgy trail—dinky hands for rivulets to travel. The 
stigmatics traipse along, lobotomised, ecstatic, and it’s a relief when 
they disappear into the distance. 

My bones are budding. 

The cars drive. From the way ahead, between the lines, under tv screen 
skies, pixelated dust. Smoke cars, each one, puffing the outlines, cata-
lytic converters, uniform automobile frames, the ideal in vehicular 
grace—soundless spectres come to race the stigmatic. 

She weeps at last and brings her bloody hands to her face. The sight of 
her animated, of the return of cognisance, makes me want to puke. Still 
walking, she garbles, a recalcitrant lamb. 
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Honking and blistering close in on her, great balls of fizzing plasma 
about the cars, doing the job of ghost headlights. 

Her imbecility hasn’t left her. She’s incapable of anything outside her-
self, the rush of the recall of forgotten days shocking her system into 
lockdown. Her motors keep her upright and in motion. The fear is insu-
lar, but the cars are coming. 

I’m slender enough to hide behind a telegraph pole, being a peeker. 

The cars are thick dust, howling along the asphalt. 

The stigmatic scratches at her forehead with overgrown nails, as sharp 
and abrasive as talons. She blinds herself with blood. 

The lead car screams in smoke, the wails of spirit screeching, echoing 
from inside its body. 

It hits her and she brakes all over the ground. 

They bumper each other and jam, the smoke transferring, mixing with 
subtle resistance until each car can define itself in dust once more. 

I wait and watch until the jam flows. 

I’ll sup at her, at the wetness she’s bestowed, this lamb. 

The way I’m headed leads to where the cars drive from. It’s too sick a 
direction to persist in. I think I’ll look for the red eye and follow it the 
next time I encounter it. It has something to seek, something specific 
and certain. 

Rebecca Gransden lives on an island and writes sometimes. She is published at X-
R-A-Y, Burning House Press, Silent Auctions, and Muskeg, among others. Her books 
are anemogram, Rusticles, and Sea of Glass. 
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Ieva Ragauskaite 
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Thorn Literary Magazine is thrilled to present fall 
guest editor Courtenay S. Gray’s exclusive interview 
with Ieva Ragauskaite, the brilliant illustrator behind 
the colourful compositions that have inspired us and 
captured our hearts. 
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Q  How old are you? 

A  I just turned 26 this year.

Q Where were you born? 

A   I was born in Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania, and I have lived there for most of my life.

Q Could you tell me about how and why you first started creating art? 

A   It feels as though I have been doing it forever, so to pinpoint one moment would be
extremely difficult! I know that most artists, including myself, will say that they have been 
creating art since they were incredibly young, which sounds like a cliché, but it’s so true! 
Art has always followed me mostly because my older sister is a very artistic soul herself, and 
I guess I looked up to her. My true art journey began with my studies in art school, at that 
point I was very aware that I was an artist, and that I wasn’t playing around—I realized I’m 
actually creating art. 

Q What artist/art movement do you most identify with? 

A   That is an interesting question… I identify with female, feminist illustrators and art-
ists. It’s a very understanding and uplifting community—I proudly present myself as a fe-
male illustrator because, for a very long time, the art world was a man’s game. 

Q  What motivates you to produce art? 

A   Like most artists, (at least I think so) we just cannot stop. We have to create; we want
to be seen. I would say that it’s an artist’s instinct. 

Q  How do you work—what is your process? 

A   A small percentage of my work begins with an idea. If I’m working on personal work,
then I just begin sketching, and I will see where that will take me. I wish I worked more tra-
ditionally, because now most of my work is digital and that is how my process goes—from 
digital sketch to digital artwork. I love browsing the Internet for inspirational pictures that I 
use in my art… Lately, I have been making digital collages, and I love it very much. One of 
these days, I will take a stab at actual collages, cutting out pieces of paper and gluing them 
to create works of art. 

Q What has been a key experience/moment in your art career? 
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A   This year, I was invited to participate in an all-female exhibition in Cambodia. The
theme of the exhibition was to recreate and showcase what strikes us most about Cambo-
dian culture. I presented three illustrations of famous Cambodian singers from the 60’s 
(known as the Cambodian rock’n’roll era) and one modern figure. It was a very emotional 
event for me because my family was visiting at the time. It was an all-female exhibition ded-
icated to Khmer women, and, I, as a foreigner and an outsider, was welcomed to be one 
with Cambodian culture. 

Q You have travelled a lot, what took you to Cambodia? 

A   Yes—I love traveling! For the past five years, it feels like travel has been the most de-
fining thing in my life. Cambodia just happened—I was traveling solo in Southeast Asia 
when one evening I flew into Phnom Penh from Ho Chi Minh City. I spent three days in the 
capital, and decided that I would like to live there. I had no job and nowhere to live, but I 
just fell in love with Cambodia. 

Q What is your favourite or most inspirational place and why? 

A   Even though I’ve been to many spiritual and inspiring places in the world, I feel that
my workflow is best in Europe. I feel like I gather all this information, all these pictures and 
memories while traveling so I can go back home and create. While abroad, I am inspired 
and while at home (I refer to the whole of Europe, not just my home country Lithuania, 
which I feel very disconnected from) I can process all the things I’ve seen and create art 
from that. One of the places that strikes me the most for really stimulating my creativity is 
Sri Lanka and, of course, Cambodia. 

Q  What are your goals for your artistic career? 

A   I really want the illustrators that have inspired me artistically to see my work and think
it’s cool! It’s a simple career goal to be recognized, but I’m a very simple person! 

Thank you Ieva for your time, it was fascinating to hear your story! 

Ieva Ragauskaite is a twenty-six-year-old illustrator originally from Vilnius, Lithuania. For the last 
three years, she has been living, working, and creating art in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Ieva studied at 
the Arts Academy in Vilnius, but her studies didn’t last long since she wanted to completely dive into 
the world of illustration. After leaving university, Ieva became a freelance illustrator and artist, curating 
her own personal or group exhibitions, experimenting with new forms like digital collage or acrylic 
paintings. Most of her work represents women and girls — loud, funny, free, and beautiful. She loves 
to achieve diversity in her works and represent the different cultures and countries that have inspired 
her. You can see more of her work on Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/ievarag; Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/ievaragillustration; and on Ello: https://ello.co/ievarag1 
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"Look at the old fool dancing around as if he's got some sorta
friend." 

"At that age!? Fancy having an imaginary friend at that age!" 

"I read about this sorta thing on that Facebook website. Senile old 
git is seeing things. Needs to be put to sleep." 

Unbeknownst to old Georgie Davies, these were the words that 
fluttered around him, tittering from the watchers in the windows—
the people of the cul-de-sac. 

Old Fools 
Luke Kondor 
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They were like pigeons bobbing on telephone wires, looking down, 
shitting on everything. Georgie couldn't hear them, sure, but a 
quick glance over his shoulder and he could see them watching, 
judging. 
 
Tudor Close was full of those sorts. People who sip tea and dip bis-
cuits and point and chuckle and make fun. But old Georgie had a 
friend, and it didn't matter none if only he could see it.  
 
Sure, his friend had a few greys on his chin, glassy eyes, hips and 
elbows that were one move away from someone shouting 'JENGA', 
but the old dog, a brown and white border collie, had a joy and vi-
tality in him that made old Georgie feel alive. 
 
It was only that morning that he was stuck there, on that park 
bench, gathering dust and watching as one kid with stretched-anus 
ears and a throat tattoo rolled what Georgie could only assume was 
a wacky-backy cigarette. All the while, just a little further up, a 
young mum (too damn young in Georgie's opinion) pushed her 
toddler back and forth on the swing-set. 
 
Georgie would have shivered if he could still feel the cold. He 
watched in dismay as his opinion of humanity dampened along 
with his pants. And that was when he saw the dog—no collar, no 
name. It parked itself up next to Georgie, tongue lolled out the side 
of his mouth, and gave him a loving smile that was more refreshing 
than a pint of bitter on a Friday's eve. It was a look that nobody had 
given him in years‚ one of friendship, one of recognition. 
 
And when Georgie called out to see if anybody was looking for the 
dog and nobody answered, he realised that the dog was lost. Or not 
owned. At least for the time being. 
 
"Like me?" he said as he scratched his head with one hand and the 
dog's with the other. "Lost like me, eh, boy?" 
 
There's a magic that sparkles between dogs and men. It starts off 
small like bunched up kindling, but with a little air, it rolls into it-
self, warms and glows like hot coal, and makes engines run—makes 
worlds move.  
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A little of that same magic sparked between Georgie Davies and the 
dog. Not enough to make engines run and worlds move, but 
enough to lift old Georgie's cheeks up, up, and up, until his big row 
of domino-teeth were on display and the dog returned with a smile 
of its own. A little wagging of its tail, too. 

"Ah bless yer," Georgie said as he patted the dog's head, feeling the 
grease and dander coming off in his fingertips.  

Georgie wondered, at this point, if the dog really existed at all. Per-
haps it was made of dust and memories and the senile loneliness 
that sometimes made him imagine things that weren't there. Per-
haps this dog was just another imaginary friend. The thought of it 
made his shoulders slump. He'd seen the dog before. He knew it 
then. In dreams. It had been sculpted from candle wax, dipped in 
hair, made for him in that moment, to breathe a little more life into 
him—just a little more. 

And it was as if the dog could sense it too, because the dog cried, 
stood up, lazily bumbled away, disappearing into the copse of 
birches behind. And the engines cooled and the coals turned back 
to simple black stones, and Georgie coughed up a mouthful of soot, 
blowing it into the wind. 

"Oh well," he said, his jowls falling back down… until something 
pressed against his hand. 

He looked down to see the dog had returned, this time with a 
knobbly stick, brought to him from the trees—the smoke blew, the 
fires alighted, and Georgie and the dog's eyes met. 

Georgie lifted the stick and threw it, and the dog padded slowly af-
ter it, returning it and pressing it to his hand. It was damp and 
slobbery, but Georgie didn't mind none.  

"I don't mind none... at... all!" he said. 

An hour passed, or more, and the world got ready to turn its back, 
lift its skirt and moon them all, and still they played, still they 
barked and laughed, still they lived. 
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All the while, the residents in the houses that circled the park on 
the cul-de-sac watched on, sipped their tea, and dipped their bis-
cuits. Some smiled at the magic they saw before them. Most 
laughed. After all, they could only see one side of it, because only 
one of these two existed. Just one old fool and his imaginary friend. 

"Look at the old fool… dancing around as if he's got some sorta 
companion," said Mrs. Pratchett from number 10. 

"At that age!? Fancy having an imaginary friend at that age!" said 
Mr. Butcher from 13. 

"I read about this sorta thing on that Facebook website. Senile old 
git is seeing things. Needs to be put to sleep," said Ms. Fitzpatrick 
from 20. 

All of them watched as the moonlight came and washed old 
Georgie Davies away, carrying him up, up, and up into the night 
sky, but the dog remained, the faithful imaginer. 

 It laid down and gnawed on that old stick, alone—just one old fool 
in search of another. 

Luke Kondor is an award-winning filmmaker and writer living in Nottingham, 
UK. He started writing nonsense on his computer in his early teens and never 
looked back, and now he's got really sore eyes. Stuff he has made include 
Keith—a short film made in 7 days with no ideas, no money, and no camera, 
which went on to win the best low-budget short film at the London Short Film 
Festival, The Other Stories—a weekly short story podcast with over five-million 
downloads and a Film/TV option, and El Marvo—a crowdfunded comic book 
about a Luchador wrestler in a post-apocalyptic future. Find out more about 
Luke’s stuff at www.lukekondor.com 
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The mediator’s office was small and neat
with a worn, pink carpet. Certificates 
graced the walls along with pictures of her, 
a miniature schnauzer and a laughing 
woman. The mediator was attractive and 
thin enough to look good dressed down 
while Sabeena felt like a sad potato. “I’m Efe,” she said, “and our aim is to 
get to the bottom of things so we don’t have to go to court.” Sabeena 
agreed. “This is only our first session, so it’s important we don’t expect 
miracles.” 

“What did she say?” 

“We’ll focus on your side of things…” 

“What did she actually say? I want to know what she said about me.” 

That G Never 
Rubs Off 
Madeleine Swann 



51 

“It’s best we stick to…” 

“Just tell me. Give me a gist.” 

The mediator sighed. Sabeena imagined her conversation with her wife 
later about the awful woman, but it was tough really. Sabeena had to 
know. “Carly is hurt that you ceased contact after twenty years of friend-
ship, with no explanation, but,” she held up a hand to prevent Sabeena 
from speaking, “we’re here to sort through the confusion.” 

“It’s just like her to do this.” Sabeena rested her hands on her large stom-
ach, “She never thinks anything is her fault. Sod it, let it go to court.” 

“The process could take years.” 

“Well, just let her win then. Say I agree to all of it.” Sabeena waved a dis-
missive hand. 

“The last thing we want is guilt assigned to one of you. It’s very hard to 
shake off. Wherever you go, the local pub, shop or just your front garden, 
people will stare. That G never rubs off. It’s on your forehead for life, 
beaming your guilt to everyone you see, unless Carly withdraws her com-
plaint. You’ll find it impossible to make new friends.” 

“You just don’t want the court system clogged up.” 

The mediator smiled gently. Sabeena wondered if she smiled during argu-
ments at home. “It makes no difference to officials, Ms Bashir, and once 
this leaves my desk it’s out of my hands. To anyone above me, you’re just a 
piece of paper. I’m dealing with you now, as a human being, and I’m tell-
ing you I don’t want to see anyone assigned guilt. You’ll struggle. Now, if 
you really wish to go to court, there are some things in your favour. 
Friendships assign less than romantic relationships, sometimes,” she em-
phasised the last word, “and, as far as I can see, nothing terribly dramatic 
happened. You didn’t abandon her during chemo, for example. But the 
courts can be fickle. You might catch a judge on a bad day. You might re-
mind them of a friend that let them down. Do you want to take that risk, 
or do you want to see if you can work things out?” 
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Sabeena filled her lungs. The mediator looked as honest as a busybody 
could be. She and her smiling partner occupied a world Sabeena would 
never be part of. Sabeena worked at the warehouse, she went home. Once 
of an evening she’d visit Carly, but that was over now. They’d laugh at 
ghost hunting shows and eat until they were stuffed. They’d complain 
about people who’d let them down. They’d assure each other it was the 
world’s problem, not theirs. “She ruined the whole thing.” 

“In what sense?” 

“I was....” 

“Go on.” 

“I wasn’t well, so I rang her. That’s what you do with friends, you ring 
them. She came over and I could tell she didn’t want to be there. So, she 
ruined it.” The memory bit hard, the crying, the Vodka shakes, the loneli-
ness, Carly’s coldness. 

“I’m sick of it,” she’d said, “look at you.” It was hateful. 

Sabeena clenched the arms of the chair. “She ruined it by not wanting to 
be there?” said the mediator gently. 

“Yes.” 

“She could claim tough love, though. Perhaps she was trying to snap you 
out of... whatever it was.” 

“Pfft.” 

“Was she always there before? Was it the first time you called her?” 

“No.” Sabeena stared at her shoes. It hadn’t been the first time, or the sec-
ond, just the first time she’d received that reaction. It wasn’t right, begging 
and pleading for a friend to care. It shouldn’t be that way. 

“How were things after that?” 
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Sabeena shrugged, “normal. I don’t know, maybe not. She talked about my 
ex all the time. They were friends. But she’d seen how he was, the things 
he said to me, but she always mentioned him, always. Like it’s my problem 
he was a shit and I should be gracious and talk highly of him. And I’ve got 
a bad back and she always, always complained when I cancelled nights 
out.” The words fell from her mouth like foam from a snarling dog. 

“Great,” said the mediator, scribbling notes, “this is all useful.” 

“And I’d get these random text messages telling me what I’d said or done 
wrong. It was like being on a knife-edge. Would I wake up to a message af-
ter a night out, telling me off for not blocking her name on some post on 
Facebook?” 

“Fantastic!” 

The mediator continued taking notes. Something turned in Sabeena’s 
stomach. “But… I suppose she’s got problems too, you know. She doesn’t 
always know how to approach people. And we used to have fun. Once,” 
she said, giggling, “we dressed up in these stupid outfits we got in a thrift 
shop, wigs and all, and went to the pub.” After a while, Sabeena stopped 
laughing and chewed a nail. Carly must have found her drinking days diffi-
cult. 

“I think we’ve got enough to claim Mutual Agreement. Enough happened 
on both sides for the friendship to just… run its course.” 

Sabeena nodded. “I wish her well, you know?” 

“Of course.” 

Sabeena gathered her coat and shuffled awkwardly from the office. It was a 
nice day. Perhaps she’d go to the park. Energised for the first time in 
weeks, she set off. 

Madeleine Swann's collection, Fortune Box, was published by Eraserhead Press and 
nominated for a Wonderland Award. Her short stories have appeared in various an-
thologies and podcasts including the Splatterpunk Award nominated “The New Flesh: 
A David Cronenberg Tribute.” 



54 

My Dark Lovely 

When we meet in the dark 
my dark lovely 
it’s always like two subway trains 
colliding and catching fire. 
Many innocents are killed 
but O the glory of the flames 
and the sweet shudder 
down the length of us 
as we leap the tracks to land 
atop one another. 
And after, to be pulled by loving 
hands from the happy wreckage 
and soothed and tickled 
from the edge of madness 
back to sanity… 
this is why I love the dark 
and my dark lovely 
disaster.

The Fear  

I know you’re afraid 
of me and what I might do to you 
if you let me, just as I 
am afraid of myself 
alone with myself,  
so quiet I can hear 
the blood beating in my neck. 

I fear for you also 
with me or without, 
in a world full 
of people like us. 

Three Poems
by 

Kurt Luchs 
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Overflowing 

My heart is a rain barrel constantly overflowing 
with love that has nowhere to go, so it goes 
to the neon bar sign in the early twilight, 
someplace I’ve never been, never will be, 
yet that fuzzy red glow has won me completely, 
it goes to the Cooper’s hawk circling in an updraft, 
yes brother, I’m with you, I too am hungry 
and empty and drifting, it goes to the sound of traffic 
all around me, lives hurtling by with a whoosh, 
here and gone, here and gone, something whispering underneath 
that speed that could be the rhythm of a slower, sadder song, 
I hear you, I’m with you as well, do you hear me, 
it goes to the half-moon hanging like an unfinished mobile 
over the crib of a star-child, it goes to the sky, 
the greatest show on earth, ever-changing, ever-breathtaking, 
all that beauty unfolding endlessly for everyone 
but somehow so intimate also, as if unveiling itself in pink 
and blue and gray just for me, yes, I’m yours, take me now! 
Why do I never meet any women like that? 

Kurt Luchs has poems published or forthcoming in Plume Poetry Journal, The 
American Journal of Poetry, and The Bitter Oleander. He took Second Place in 
the 2019 Fischer Poetry Prize, and won the 2019 Atlanta Review International 
Poetry Contest. He has written humor for the New Yorker, the Onion and 
McSweeney's Internet Tendency, as well as writing comedy for television and 
radio. His humor collection is entitled It's Funny Until Someone Loses an Eye 
(Then It's Really Funny) (Sagging Meniscus Press). His poetry chapbook is 
called One of These Things Is Not Like the Other (Finishing Line Press). You can 
read more about Kurt and his work on his personal website: 
www.kurtluchs.com 
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They parted on the corner.

Police Constable Watkins ambled down Cedar Close. 

PC Collins took Oakview Road. Knowing that it wasn’t on anyone’s 
beat made it an unexplored island, full of possibilities. In the fading 
sunshine, he proceeded with a cowboy swagger. 

At number two, where there was no evidence of gardening activity, a 
white van stood in the drive. A scruffy man in his thirties opened the 
door. 

“Good evening sir, I’m Constable Collins. We’re making a few enquir-
ies about the recent spate of robberies.” 

“Oh yeah, saw that in the local paper. Fence panels, gas cylinders—
not exactly the big leagues.” 

What’s He Building? 
Tim Dadswell 
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“Well, you say that, but someone’s stolen steel barriers for the carni-
val from the High Street. The Mayor’s furious.” 
 
“I’m not surprised. Hope that doesn’t mean another five quid on our 
council tax?” 
 
“That’s a matter for the Council, sir, I can’t comment. But we’re ask-
ing people if they’ve noticed any strange activity.” 
 
“No, can’t say I have. I left the city to get away from all that.” 
 
“So, nothing to report?” 
 
“There is this one chap, a customer of mine.” 
 
“Oh yes?” asked Collins, flipping open his notepad. 
 
“I don’t know if I should say…it’s probably nothing.” 
 
“Anything you can tell us could be very helpful.” 
 
“Okay, he lives nearby—thin guy with a beard. I installed his new gas 
cooker. He had a spare stability chain, so I asked him if he wanted me 
to take it away. He said no, it would come in handy for Halloween. At 
the time I laughed, but now I come to think of it, the way he said it, 
I’m not sure he was joking.” 
 
“I see, that is odd.” 
 
“Yes, and his kitchen was the dirtiest I’ve ever seen. He must have 
cleared stuff out in a hurry. The floor was as black as a witch’s ward-
robe.” 
 
“Do you remember his name?” Collins asked, his eyes wide. 
 
“Wait up.” The man retreated to his hallway and returned with a 
handful of worksheets. “Mr. Cruickshank. Five, Makepeace Road. The 
tall fence at the end of our road marks the bottom of his garden.” 
 
“I see, thank you sir, you’ve been very helpful.” 
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Collins rang the bell at number four, but no one answered. 

Number six boasted an immaculate garden, adorned with a wishing 
well ringed by daffodils. A miniature Venus de Milo guarded the front 
door. An elderly, well-dressed couple answered. 

“Good evening, I’m Constable Collins. We’re making a few enquiries 
about the recent spate of robberies.” 

“Oh, that’s good, we fret over unsolved crimes, don’t we dear?” said 
the wife to her husband, who nodded. 

“Have either of you seen anything suspicious in the past few weeks?” 

“Not around town, have we dear?” asked the wife. Her husband 
grunted. 

“Ever heard of trouble in Makepeace Road?” 

“No, it’s quiet, except at Halloween.” 

“And why’s that?” 

“Mr. Cruickshank puts on a costume and hands out sweets to the 
kids. There’s always a stream of trick-or-treaters. He keeps to himself 
the rest of the year, but the kids love his house, and since they’re ac-
companied by adults, it’s quite safe. Anyway, forget him, you want to 
investigate the old abandoned farm, isn’t that right, Bob?” Her hus-
band nodded. 

“Why’s that, madam?” 

“Don’t you know? A group of travellers arrived there on Monday. 
Maybe they haven’t appeared in town yet, but they will, come the 
weekend.” 

“You do right to inform me, madam.” 

“We drove past the site again yesterday. They’ve created a huge 
mound of rubbish. Disgusting. I don’t know how they do it so 
quickly.” 
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“Thank you, madam, I’ll look into that, but now I must be going.” 
 
The woman shouted after him. “It’s a health risk! The smell! The 
rats!” 
 
Collins paused at the end of Oakview Road. Should he phone the sta-
tion? No, better to do it from the site, and be first on the scene when 
everything kicked off. Travellers sent the media into meltdown. With 
luck, a local TV crew would arrive. Not prepared to wait for Watkins, 
he took a shortcut across a nearby graveyard, breaking into a jog. 
 
A few minutes later, Constable Watkins arrived after a fruitless foray 
in the Close. Preoccupied about a crucial darts match at The Rose and 
Crown that evening, he headed for the end of the road to check if his 
colleague had moved on to the next street. Collins was so damn keen 
it made him spit. 
 
Rushing made Watkins breathe heavily. He paused by the fence, fin-
ishing a half-eaten ham sandwich. A rhythmic thud was coming from 
the other side, which he judged to be unusual for the area and time of 
day. The fence had several knot holes, the lower ones stuffed with 
sweet wrappers and crisp packets. 
 
He cleared the larger holes. Standing against the fences on either side 
of the garden were long wooden planks. Mounds of soil dotted the 
ground. Near the house, the sun glinted off metal items lying too flat 
to identify. 
 
He realised his fingertips were detecting a vibration in the fence. He 
shook his hand and tried again, but the sensation was unmistakable. 
 
The sound of a van parking, followed by heavy footsteps, made him 
turn around. 
 
The driver appeared. 
 
“Evening sir, funny time for deliveries,” remarked Watkins. 
 
“It’s my last call, officer.” The driver opened the back of his van. As 
he jumped in and moved inside, he staggered and fell. 
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The road under the rear of the van had subsided. As the back wheels 
slipped, the driver clung to a roll of carpet tethered to the floor. The 
van was at a forty-five-degree angle. The driver stared out in bewilder-
ment. 

A little stunned himself, Watkins edged forward. 

Two more deep cracks opened across the road, disappearing under the 
opposite curb. With a rumble, there was a further collapse. Dust from 
below spread into a thin, low cloud. The van was now half sub-
merged, level with the driver’s door. 

Watkins peered into the chasm. His thoughts swirled with the impli-
cations for crime, safety, and traffic control, as the chance of an even-
ing of darts and real ale receded. He took a deep breath. 

A groan from the driver prompted him to run to the nearest tree and 
break off a branch. He offered it to the driver, who grabbed it and 
scrambled onto the pavement. 

Watkins briefed the desk sergeant at the Station by radio. Free to set 
off for Makepeace Road, he first scanned through the messages on his 
own phone. 

A deep hum emanating from the Cruickshank house filled the air. The 
screen on his phone went blank. The police radio attached to his 
shoulder crackled with static. 

Watkins stopped in his tracks. As the hum subsided, an idea surfaced 
in his mind. He’d seen this phenomenon before. Maybe in an action 
movie. If he was right, he could dine out on this for months… 

Tim Dadswell is a retired civil servant living in Norfolk, UK. He has had work 
published in and by Ink, Sweat & Tears and Cocktails with Miss Austen. He won 
second prize in a Brilliant Flash Fiction contest and was a runner-up in a Writers’ 
Forum flash fiction competition. You can find him on Twitter @TimD_writer
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The Keep 
 

Kristin Garth 
(w/ an illustration by Amy Suzanne) 

He keeps bees secret mid ancestral trees, 
generations wept, low hanging leaves. Lush  
bladed grass littered with twig, family  
secrets buried too deep to dig.  A hush  
as you tiptoe towards apiary,  
memory you taste, only once see net  
draping his face, sleeves tied with string.  His sons  
denied access to everything. Sweat  
upon brow, crouched behind trunk, a scream  
you will remember, aged, drunk, the sting surreptitious 
of Italian insects, an imported love he  
jealously collects nearby.  Suspicious  
of crude fingers in hives, beats ‘til you weep,  
renouncing his bees—not thrill of the keep. 

Author’s Note: “The Keep” is a Crow Carriage sonnet about The Doctor, a ter-
rible scientist, who first learned the passion of keeping from his beekeeper fa-
ther who kept amidst his weeping willow trees. The Doctor is not interested in 
insect specimens but human. 

Kristin Garth is a Pushcart, Best of the Net & Rhysling nominated sonnet stalker. Her son-
nets have stalked journals like Glass, Yes, Five:2:One, Luna Luna and more. She is the author 
of fifteen books of poetry including Pink Plastic House, Shut Your Eyes, Succubi  (Maverick 
Duck Press), Candy Cigarette Womanchild Noir (The Hedgehog Poetry Press), Flutter: 
Southern Gothic Fever Dream (TwistiT Press) and The Meadow (APEP Publications).  She is 
the founder of Pink Plastic House a tiny journal and co-founder of ‘Performance Anxiety,’ an 
online poetry reading series. Follow her on Twitter:  (@lolaandjolie) and her website 
kristingarth.com 
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“Field Journal,” by Amy Suzanne 
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Mare 

Can’t you name her? Froth of fear- 
sweat rank on her neck. Spears of light 
catch the whites of her wild  
rolling eyes, that glint off teeth,  
her lips pulled back 
over the shaft 
of a broken bit.   

She has, you realize, a woman’s  
arms, jewel-adorned  
and impassive, yet—oh greater terror! 
unyielding as climbing vine  
they bind you. 

And, rigid among your ropes of sheet, 
you leave no impression 
on the unperturbed surface, 
the night’s petrified  
and momentary membrane. 

Agape 

Loving another life. In the mirror 
Alice felt herself belonging. Shadow 
puppets—a lace of branches filigrees 
my bedroom wall, frames a windsprite moment. 
I display shed antlers, tree limbs, as art 

on an applewood sideboard, lean into  
sighs and cherry-bomb laughter. Swordplay creeps 
toward morning, my new rituals. Come, 
play, imbue nonsense gestures with meaning.  
The thrum of grasshoppers seeds the field with sound. 

Myth & Mystique: The Poetry of 
Frances Boyle 
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Chateau Grand-Jean 

Rubies, and crimson velvet. 
The dark hues play dark notes, 
colours ripple in oily solemnity. 

Curtains swing heavy, collide, 
raise dust, sound plumb-line deep. 
Waves through an oak barrel 

nosed uphill by great snuffly 
beasts, heavy bodied and hard- 
headed, pushing and whuffling. 

The cask shifts with weight of red jewels 
dripping with colour. Focus, concentrate 
to find a balance in disequilibrium 

       wait 
for the long draught that slakes throat, 
dust and choke dissipating. 

Frances Boyle, a Canadian writer living in Ottawa, is the author of two poetry 
books, most recently This White Nest (2019). She has also written Tower, a Ra-
punzel-channeling novella (2018) and Seeking Shade, a short story collection 
(forthcoming 2020). Places her writing has appeared, or is forthcoming, include: 
Best Canadian Poetry 2020, Blackbird, Mineral Lit, Prairie Fire, Cypress, Vallum, 
and Parentheses Journal. Visit www.francesboyle.com for more. 
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Halloween Pondering 

Perhaps tonight  
You honor sleeping  
Ancestors  
Or have less fear of death  
I certainly see no reason  
Silly monsters  
Should belong to the  
Prince of darkness  
After all it is the heart  
Underneath which  
Matters  
So go ghoul, ghost, or  
Good witch, but remember 
Be nice to other critters 

October Themed 
Short Poems 

Hali J. Cross 
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Night Walker 

As she steps out of the shadow 
She will become something much 
Stronger than a pure dove 
Or an innocent sheep 
I wonder what you call  
A light wave that passed 
Through the darkness of the night 
And came out the other side 
Having tasted the darkness 
But, brave enough to expose itself  
Back to the light  
As she felt the burn of the 
Exposed soul nakedness   
She will never forget  
Her understanding of the undead darkness 
She might even feel comfortable in a few things 
About it  
A night walker 
That also can be a day walker  
That is like Blade, 
He is both good and part vampire   
Truthfully, I think 
Metaphorically--   
She may be becoming 
the female version of him 

Illustration by Hali J. Cross 
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Cyclops Cat 

You think me  
A monster  
Or lesser  
Because I  
Drink bat blood  
And purrr?  
I see things  
A little differently  
Because being  
A cyclops kitty 
I have to use my  
Inner eye to see  
Into another reality  
Come to my  
Island  
Of one-eyed  
Shepherds  
Tending their  
Herds  
We won’t call 
You weird  
For being a  
Two-eyed freak  
My masters  
May even find you  
Good to eat 

H.J. Cross has a degree in English Education. She studied English for the pure joy of 
reading, but discovered she liked writing poetry during her college poetry class. In her 
poetry class, her professor did not like that she would start poem lines with capitals. How-
ever, she feels this style is reflective of her child-like approach she has when exploring an 
idea in a poem as if touching it for the first time. Hali is also the guest editor for the forth-
coming  Winter 2020 issue of Thorn Literary Magazine. 



68 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

We arrived at the funeral
home, ready for the photo 
shoot. Being the daughter of 
an immigrant, I was exposed 
to unfamiliar customs. Our 
father arranged us around the 
guest of honor, our beloved Hungarian Grandma a nagymama, dead at 
69. It is a European tradition to take pictures of the body in the casket
with the family alongside to send back to friends and relatives. Dad
wasn’t snapping pictures of children opening gifts on Christmas morn-
ing, squealing with happiness, faces alight with excitement. He was
taking pictures of us sad, frightened children who never before had
seen a dead person.

The  
Photo 
Shoot 
Ann Hultberg 
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Wearing her brown, stiff wig, so unlike her natural blond locks, 
Grandma donned an orange dress which popped with color against the 
silk white coffin lining. Her wax-like face looked like one of the many 
dolls she had bought for my sister and me. The casket was smeared in 
red roses, and a small, gold crucifix rested against the coffin lid. 

Mom stood alone to the right of the coffin, left leg posed in front of the 
other, arms held close to her green dress, layered with a green and 
white checkered jacket. Her beehive hairdo lifted away any strands 
from her CoverGirl face foundation and light pink lipstick. She had on 
brown sandals, brown watch strap, brown glass frames, all matching. 

Though we felt uncomfortable about this picture taking, we fulfilled 
our roles as part-Hungarian children. Sister Heidi—only 8 years old—
wore a baby doll dress, white knee socks, and saddle shoes. She knelt at 
the prayer kneeler at the head of the casket, her curls pulled back with 
a hair clip that matched the blondness of her baby-fine hair. Heidi’s 
tiny face adjacent to grandma’s contrasted the sixty year span, the 
young to the old. 

To the left of the casket, standing behind my brothers, I rested my 
clasped hands against my fingertip-length powder blue dress, trimmed 
in a white collar, with my neck slightly bent, eyes cast to the floor, re-
membering how I loved to polish her fingernails and visit their apart-
ment on Christmas Eve, opening presents and always getting the Bar-
bie I wanted that year. 

Youngest brother Lyle, grinning, half his face swept over with long 
hair, showed off in a brown velvet bow tie and brown plaid bell bottom 
pants. Rail thin, his head barely reaching my shoulders, he stood in 
front of me. My brother Paul completed the triangle of grandchildren 
wearing his coveted blue suede shoes, blue plaid pants, and suit coat, a 
darker complement to my attire. 

Grandpa edged along the group of us. His dark eyes stayed unfocused, 
as if remembering fifty years of marriage and the struggles of living in a 
communist country. They immigrated and became United States citi-
zens, learned a different language, and established a new life in 
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America with their son and family. His black suit mourned her illness 
and death. 
 
Keep a solemn face—no smiling. These pictures of us grieving were be-
ing mailed to Hungary for the relatives to see—ones I had never met—
Cousin John and friends Razur, Lily, and Katy. 

 
*** 

 
Twenty years since grandma’s death, five years since he had left the 
United States for good, we received pictures from Hungary of nagyapa, 
grandpa, 91, in that same suit he wore at his first wife’s funeral, laid 
out in his casket draped with red roses. 
 
Grandpa had remarried, and his new family members, many of whom 
we had never met, lined up next to the coffin, quite accustomed to hav-
ing their pictures taken next to corpses, unlike their American counter-
parts. 
 
His second wife Julia, 4 foot nothing, stooped, shrouded in black from 
veil to shoes like the Ghost of Christmas Future. She hung on to her 
son and his children—Niki, Beth, and Zouzoa, all with solemn faces, 
grieving, for us the American family to see. Pictures were taken at the 
cemetery—three strong men lowering the light oak casket engraved 
Hajdu Pal into the ground. 

 
*** 

 
Exactly One year and a month later apa, Dad, would follow, and like his 
mother, dead at 69 years old. 
 
We knew the routine, but never got used to pictures of us with dead 
bodies: Line up next to the coffin with solemn faces and look at the 
camera—the funeral director snapped the traditional pictures of the 
grieving family, ones to be sent back to family in Budapest. 
 
Dad dressed in his blue work suit, Zippo pin on the lapel, face soft and 
calm, casket covered with red roses. He looked like he did when nap-
ping, his death so sudden and unexpected. 
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Slumped alone to the right of the casket, Mom wore a red polka dot 
dress which she later burned, her hair flat and sad. Black shoes, brown 
watch, white pearls—nothing matched. Xanax helped her to stand. 

Heidi in a gray suit, black heels—only 28—knelt at the prayer kneeler 
at the head of the coffin, her Farrah Fawcett-like hair styled away from 
her pale face, her profile in juxtaposition with dad’s, a span of forty 
years. 

I dressed in a knee length charcoal black one, hands clasped in front, 
neck bent. I remembered my dad saying how in Hungary grieving fam-
ily members jumped into the grave on top of the casket and had to be 
pulled back out. I then understood why. 

Lyle, still thin from the cancer, hair and eyebrows sparse, now taller 
than I, wore his lawyer suit, and next to him was Paul, in his newest 
Cole Haan shoes, black and wingtipped. 

Pictures to tell of dad’s death were sent to Cousin John and friends 
Razur, Lily, and Katy. 

Resting on my coffee table is a photo album filled with mementos of 
death—in addition to pictures of coffins and corpses, there are relics 
such as grandma’s loving grandmother ribbon from her casket spray, 
grandpa’s pall, and dad’s dried roses from the funeral home urn placed 
next to the prayer cards. 

Doesn’t everyone have a collection like this? 

Ann Hultberg of Western PA and Southwest FLA is a retired high school English 
teacher and currently an adjunct composition instructor at the local university. She 
writes nonfiction stories about her family, especially focusing on her father’s escape 
from Budapest, Hungary, to the United States. Her essays have been accepted by 
over a dozen magazines and journals including Persimmon Tree, Drunk Monkeys, 
Elixir Magazine, and Moonchild Magazine. You can follow Ann on Facebook at ‘60 
and writing’ and @hajdu on Twitter. 
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Idee Monterrey is a photographer, multimedia artist, and freelance graphic designer from Santa Cruz de La 
Palma, Canary Islands. His numerous accomplishments include working as a designer at Click Diseños, as a pho-
tographer at La Voz, and a designer at magazines such as Ecopalma, Musicalia, Da'Capo, and more. He has 
worked in TV production and post-production, on numerous TV commercial shoots, concerts, music videos, and 
several films and documentaries as a director of photography, camera operator, editor, and sound techni-
cian/producer. For several years, Idee has taught photography at www.juventudcanaria.com, Government of the 
Canary Islands, La Escuela Encantada. He is currently coordinator of the marketing, advertising, multimedia 
graphic design, press and public relations team at MONTERREY & ESCUDERO. Multi-talented and naturally cu-
rious, Idee is also a self-taught musician, gardener/botanist, cannabis geneticist, pub doorman, documentarist, 
traveller, blogger, dog trainer, writer, columnist, press photographer, surfer, set designer, plumber, carpenter, 
restorer of old photographs, and compulsive chronicler… He is a loving father; he is complicated, supportive, 
sincere, and a chaotic thinker. To see more of Idee’s work, please go to: https://ello.co/ideemonterrey 
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Patrick had promised himself that today
was the day he’d finally stand up to his 
mother. He gripped the steering wheel 
tighter, thinking about how he’d tell her 
she was being irrational for believing his 
older brother’s spirit was contained under 
the kitchen floorboards. 

Never mind that it was taking longer than necessary to reach his child-
hood home—traffic on the South Luzon Expressway increased threefold 
each time he drove on it, and Waze was a terrible estimate. Then, as the 
lanes on either side of Patrick loosened, the cars crept forward. He 

Secret 
Midnight 
Delight 
Andrea Salvador 
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honked at the stationary car in front of him, causing it to churn to life 
and allowing him to follow. 

*** 

Patrick was thirteen when his brother Philip died. He had slipped on 
canola oil spilled on the kitchen floor and hit his head on the hard tiles. 
Philip ended up in a coma and died eight days later. Their mother, raised 
on imaginary friends and angelic guides more than her own parents, had 
insisted it was because his spirit was stuck in the kitchen, where he’d 
first lost consciousness. When the doctors announced Philip was dead, 
she had flipped them off.  

“You didn’t let me bring him back to the kitchen!” she spat. 

Back then, Patrick was willing to forgive his mother’s absurd claims. As 
he eased back into school, he thought her being distant and ghost-like 
was her method of grieving. That was until he began frequenting the 
kitchen… 

After the death of her nineteen-year-old wunderkind (online business-
man at fifteen, valedictorian of his high school class, a full ride to attend 
the local college, an internship at a big corporation), Marjorie neglected 
to feed her other son. So Patrick ventured in and out of the kitchen to 
make his food. While pulling an all-nighter one Saturday night, he came 
down in the darkness to fix cup noodles. Stepping inside, his bare feet 
came away sticky. 

Patrick turned the lights on, and saw that the floor was coated with ma-
ple syrup. He’d narrowly missed two CD-shaped pancakes occupying a 
tile each. They sat on the exact spot where Philip’s head had lain, a few 
steps away from the stove, home to the infamous bottle of canola oil. 

Hunger for cup noodles now forgotten, Patrick wiped his feet on a 
kitchen towel. Climbing upstairs on the tips of his toes, he hollered for 
his mother. 

“Did you make pancakes, Mom?” 
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The master bedroom cracked open. Two fingers pushed the door frame 
wide. 
 
“Those are Philip’s, don’t touch them.” 
 
Patrick hadn’t known what to say, swallowing a clot of saliva. He nodded 
dumbly and went back to his room, where he wiped at his feet until they 
gave up the sugary stench of syrup. In the morning, the tiles were empty 
and clean. He told himself it had been a dream except it hadn’t. 
 
As the years went by, in the dark of night, Patrick found varieties of food 
splayed out on the kitchen floor. He stopped inviting friends over for 
sleepovers and avoided going into the kitchen. Omelets, pretzels, fried 
chicken, wonton noodles, even a slice of Patrick’s birthday cake—one 
he’d marked as his in a Tupperware container—ended up on the floor. 
 
He had moved out two years ago, moved on from his mother and her 
secret midnight rituals, into the big city. In Makati, he roamed about his 
entire apartment barefoot, worry-free. He made cup noodles in the dark. 
He called Marjorie once a week, five minutes taken from his Friday lunch 
breaks. 
 
This was why the phone call from his aunt surprised him. Tita Lisa, had 
called him last week, her phone number was a haze of digits flashing on 
his screen. She’d introduced herself impatiently, begging Patrick to come 
back home. 
 
“Even just one night,” she’d said. “One night.” 
 
It was enough for Patrick to understand that Marjorie was still feeding 
her antics. He promised Tita Lisa he’d be there, resisting the urge to ask 
her what concoction she’d discovered in the kitchen. 
 

*** 
 
Patrick reached for the cup of iced coffee resting on the car’s cup holder. 
The ice cubes clinked as the car steered sharply to the right, onto the 
expressway exit. Just a few more minutes and he’d be home. 
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The town Patrick had grown up in was a pitstop for most. He knew the 
names of everyone who lived there. Those he didn’t were distressed tour-
ists, begging for directions to reach the lousy theme park thirty minutes 
away. Freed from the oppressive traffic, the car’s engine whirred to life 
as it cruised down the thin, unpaved streets. Stumpy buildings came to 
view and, turning a couple times more, he reached Amorsolo Street. 
 
The street’s shadows remained untouched by time: thick mango trees, 
glass shard-topped fences, termite-bitten porches. Reaching the house 
on the corner, Patrick pulled to a stop. He killed the engine and eased 
his breathing. He grabbed his duffel bag that had been tucked under the 
passenger seat and climbed out.  
 
The family house beckoned him with a twisted, aching nostalgia. There 
were faded chalk lines in the empty, an open garage for hopscotch, and 
twin bicycles strapped to its ceiling. Iron bars ribbed the second-floor 
windows to chase robbers away. Patrick peered into the wooden door’s 
glass window which was heavily shielded by a white curtain and 
knocked. 
 
Though Marjorie knew he was coming, there was no response. He’d been 
wrong about the time as it was nearly midnight, but his mother knew 
enough about traffic to expect that. Patrick knocked again, then tried the 
door. It screeched softly, muffled by his palm. 
 
The hallway was dark, lit with fading bulbs and rank with must. Patrick’s 
nose scrunched up instinctively.  
 
“Mom?” Patrick called, closing the door and locking it with its rusting 
deadbolt.  
 
He bounced on the tips of his feet, snug in his ugliest, most beaten-up 
sneakers. 
 
Marjorie was sitting on the kitchen floor. Not sitting, Patrick corrected 
himself as he neared, dropping his duffel bag on the foot of the stairs… 
She was lying down. 
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His mother lay curled up against the tiles, eyes shut, fluttering lightly. 
Her nude lips mouthed words silently and her wrists were pressed flat 
on the floor. Her hair was fanned out, ratty and greasy.  

Was this what Tita Lisa had seen? It’s no wonder she’d called Patrick. 

“Mom?” Patrick’s voice came out panicky. 

“Shh,” Marjorie chastened, wrinkles deepening. “Come here. Your 
brother’s here.” 

Patrick was ready to haul her up, shake the foolishness out of her, but 
his mother opened her eyes.  

“Come here,” she repeated, fixing him with a beady, commanding gaze. 

Following his mother’s command—the last, he promised—Patrick 
folded himself down, onto the floor. Ignoring the stiffness of driving, he 
mirrored his mother’s position. 

“There’s nothing, Mom.” 

“Listen,” Marjorie said, reaching out and pressing Patrick’s head firmly 
onto the tiles. 

It came in a flash, the cold shock that snaked up his jaw, ear, and temple. 
After it waned, the tiles warmed by the side of his face, Patrick heard it—
there was soft but ragged breathing. 

Andrea Salvador lives somewhere in Asia, specifically a country with thousands of 
islands and constantly humid weather. She is an alumna of the Adroit Journal Summer 
Mentorship Program and the Sonorous Writing Workshop, while her work has been 
recognized by the Philippine Daily Inquirer, Columbia College Chicago, Trinity Col-
lege - University of Melbourne, and Interlochen Arts Academy. In her spare time, she 
creates lists, watches sci-fi and horror movies, and rearranges her bookshelf. Find her 
on Twitter at @andreawhowrites. 
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After packing for two weeks,
Edward and Josie finally moved 
into their new home. It used to be 
home to a library. They honoured 
this by having a room dedicated to a humongous bookshelf.  

One day, Edward was busy building the bookshelf when he came 
across an old book. It had been concealed behind some wallpaper. It 
turned out to be one of those books that you conceal other items in. 
In the hollow and wordy hole lay a dainty silver puffed heart necklace.  

“Josie! Have you got a sec?” Edward yelled, keeping his eye on the 
shimmering piece of jewellery. 

Josie came flouncing into the room, her face painted with delicate cu-
riosity.  

The Silver 
Heart 
Courtenay S. 
Gray 
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“Yes darling?” 
  
Edward gestured for her to come closer. He pointed to the necklace 
and Josie, misunderstanding the situation, excitedly picked up the 
necklace. 
  
“Oh, Edward, it’s wonderful.” 
  
Edward attempted to explain. 
 
“No, Josie, it’s not yours.” 
 
Josie froze in surprise, letting a hint of sadness colour her face. 
 
“No?” 
 
Edward picked up the book from the floor and showed Josie. 
 
“I found it in this book. It had been hidden behind some wallpaper. I 
don’t know how old it is though.” 
 
Josie examined it in her hands. 
 
“What do we do with it? I could wear it. I’m sure the previous owner 
won’t mind.” Josie pondered a bit, staring around the room as though 
the previous owner’s spirit would appear. 
 
Edward could see that Josie really wanted to wear it, so he didn’t ar-
gue. Josie attached the necklace to her peachy skin. It seemed to fit 
right into place even though she feared that her body would reject it 
like a newly transplanted organ. 
 
“Fits like a glove! I’ll just be in the dining room—shout if you need 
me.” 
 
Before he could answer, she had seemingly vanished into thin air. Ed-
ward continued to assemble the bookshelf. It took him many hours, 
but he managed to complete it eventually. It was getting late and Josie 
had already gone to bed. Edward decided to snooze in the living room. 
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He felt that it would be far easier to wake up there and carry on his 
work in the morning. 

Edward awoke to the rising sun boring into his skin like perfume. He 
immediately returned to working on the house. He had only caught a 
small glimpse of Josie. She had passed the room in a graceful manner. 
She didn’t acknowledge Edward, but he was aware of how stressed the 
moving process had made her, so he didn’t worry too much. 

The days that followed saw the house become a restored piece of his-
tory. The house seemed to sing with delight as if it had been neglected 
for many years. Josie had been busying herself with reading from the 
library. She spent most of her time in there. Edward felt a little put 
out by this, but he didn’t want to start an argument over something so 
trivial. 

One evening, the air was thick with the sickly scent of grass and mud. 
Edward was watching the television in the living room when he heard 
a faint whispering. It appeared to come from within the walls. As soon 
as he concentrated on the sound, his head became fuzzy. He went to 
the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. As he was about to 
leave, he noticed the book where the necklace had been laying in the 
bath like a wet fish. 

He picked up the book and nestled it into his chest like a new-born 
baby. He paced around the house looking for Josie, but he couldn’t 
find her. Suddenly, he heard small footsteps coming from upstairs. He 
leaped up the stairs, two steps at a time. The whispering had begun 
again.  

“She’s deaaaad,” the voices whispered. 

Edward believed he had gone mad. He called out Josie’s name. 

“Josie! Josie, where are you?!” 

The silence that followed was foreboding. Edward felt a chill that 
worked its way into his bones. A door to the left of Edward was 
slightly ajar. He quickly became overwhelmed by the putrid scent of 
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death. In the corner of the room was a body—the skin appeared to be 
melting off. Flies were dancing around it. Having gotten a closer look, 
Edward realised it was Josie. 

“Oh my god, Josie,” Edward cried, falling to his knees next to his rot-
ting wife. 

The whispering started again. 

“You killed her—you remember, don’t you?” 

This time, Edward answered. 

“No, no. She was my wife.” 

Edward began to have a flashback of him placing the silver heart neck-
lace in a book. He saw himself carving out a hole inside a book in the 
library. He screamed at himself. 

“No! I didn’t kill her!” 

Through the wallpaper, Josie’s face appeared. Edward shrieked in hor-
ror, tears adorning his face like little jewels. 

“You killed me, Edward. You murdered your own wife. You took my 
necklace and you buried it. I was never really here.” 

“We moved in here together! You were here! You were reading in the 
library!” 

The face inside the wallpaper flashed a paper grin. 

“No Edward, you murdered me and dumped my body here two weeks 
ago before you moved in yourself. I have been up here, rotting and 
stinking like aging fruit.” 

Edward scratched at his face like a wild animal. He leaped up and 
started tearing the wallpaper from the walls, but the voices continued. 
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“Ring-around the josie, a pocket full of posies, Ashes! Ashes! We all 
fall down,” the voice sang, eerily childlike. 

The silver necklace rose from the lump of decay that was once Josie 
and wrapped itself around Edwards’ neck. It grew tighter and tighter. 
Edward made a gurgling noise. 

“I’m—I’m sorry,” he croaked. 

“RING-AROUND THE JOSIE,” the voice caterwauled. 

Edward’s face had gone from ashen to mulberry. His gut began to 
squeeze and lots of tiny silver hearts shot out of his mouth. They 
landed in his lap like coins. More hearts flowed from his open mouth. 
The process repeated itself over and over as the necklace slowly sliced 
into his neck. In a matter of seconds, his head was detached from his 
body, leaving a meaty stump. 

When Edward’s decapitated body was discovered, he appeared to be 
wearing the silver necklace. The little hearts that he had puked were 
stuffed into the stump. When they picked up his body, the silver 
hearts fell out like gumballs from a gumball machine. 

The daily news reported as follows: Edward Chaser, thirty-four, found 
decapitated in Silver Heart Manor, Lancashire. His wife, Josie Chaser, 
found nearby. Investigation ongoing… 

Courtenay S. Gray is a twenty-three year old writer and poet from the North of England. 
She writes poetry and short/flash fiction. Courtenay has a penchant for the melancholic 
and macabre side of literature. She has been featured in publications such as Vamp Cat 
Mag and Trick Zine, to name a few. She is the guest editor of this issue of Thorn Literary 
Magazine. 
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Ottawa is  always under construction 

I listened for the fox making her way through  
the feral hill in Ottawa. you don’t extend a  
hand towards a tossing head, pulled righteous.  
that is our understanding of damage: prevention  
methods, seeking resolution before outcome.  
her hand is reaching, though, past coiled  
roadways and chess pieces of construction.  
the city cannot continue without marking a 
way through the hill and this is what the fox  
knows; a pattern sweeping from river to canal.  
she doesn’t remember school boys bending back  
fingers and groaning around the flesh of an apple.  
what can be addressed about pinning desire beneath 
a wine glass, watching it batter itself against  
god spun walls? the fox will baptise herself along 
the remainders of feral edges, shifting the guilt  
from left to right. her walls are different here.  

A Mini Anthology of 

Poetry and
Short Fiction
by Rachel Small 
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all the missing girls;  

I found harm 
across the garden 

where a man opened 
his car trunk like a  

magic trick/ and he 
never smiled the way 

I didn’t/ and sunset 
drowned itself  

against a flash of 
white. 

love is a body 

at twenty we took bottles 
of tequila coloured 

gold from ringworm  

& told big god our bodies were 
invincible  folded into 

a dozen lecture halls. took fragments 

of butcher paper to confessional, 
 splitting it open in shape  

of a poem. tonight 

we toss the skin of an apple over 
our shoulders 

waiting 

in a bath of fallen stars. The space between 
two lungs grows, persistently.  

love is a foreign words in our mouths as 
our bodies melt in pace with a 

sun, blazing. 
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The Clipping Curtain 

1. 
Two dresses hang in a tree/ wrapped in 
a plastic bag/ Unidentified/ with numerous 
missteps taken/ and high risk lifestyles/ 

2. 
Most are addicted/ moving through their grief/ 
too cold and wet for any candles to stay lit/ 
looking for crack/ sense of erasure/  

3. 
the lifestyle of the missing person/ lying 
face down in a creek/ prostitute/ newsworthiness/ 
still unsolved/ Sex Offending/ there is no hope  

4. 
regarding the situation of violence/ sisters 
and mothers separated/ beauty and tragedy/ 
described as a genocide/ 

5. 
open the casket/ 
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Gone Under Dark 
Rachel Small 

If Mary’s mother had been alive, she might have said that the old moon in
the sky looked deflated tonight, as if the yellow body was folding inwards 
from some unseen puncture wound. She was the kind of person who was 
fixated on the moon, always considering the action of piercing it with a flag 
post, or what the weight of man’s touch would be on it. That’s the thing 
about men, Mary’s mother always drawled out, her cigarette winking be-
tween her fingers with a bright orange eye, they’re always looking for some 
new space to claim. A woman’s body, land. It was all the same bundle of 
consequences beneath a judgement.  

Mary didn’t like smoking. It was one of the many differences that separated 
her life from her mother’s. She did favour the same rituals, though, of sit-
ting herself down on the porch step and watching for the lights to flicker 
on. Street lights and porches each glowed under the lazy moon—an hour 
before, neighbours would anxiously flip on their floodlights, chasing back at 
the darkness that ate the twilight coloured lawns, contributing to the hazy, 
bronze veil of light pollution. She kept a newspaper beside her for compan-
ionship, the way her mother would have. Blurred text line switched back 
and forth from tales of the Night Stalker and the East Area Rapist. They had 
printed a composite sketch beneath the razor sharp headline, pairing it 
neatly with a wall of text. A ski mask glowered outwards, looking flat under 
the weight of cheap paper. 

John was coming home from a business trip tonight. She sat there, newspa-
per at her side, and a trash of evidence at her feet. Mary had loved him 
when she was sixteen, but it had become less of an overwhelming emotion 
over the years. John was a king of man who slipped in and out of their mari-
tal home, holding a suitcase full of clothes and gloves and a strange assort-
ment of tea cups. It was hard to love a man that seemed to prefer the obso-
lete business trips out of the city, slipping in the dusty motels. Those were 
the kind of places a mother warned a daughter about. If a building had to 
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twist neon wires to spell out paradise, you could only consider the angels 
fallen from the sky.  

His homecoming had been marked in the calendar with a slash of red ink. 
The first of May. For five days she had walked circles around her home, 
checking for festering rot in bedrooms and the kitchen. Next door, Barbra 
had her own rituals of watering the cacti she had planted along the win-
dows of her own yellow house, with their deceptively soft peach fuzz bodies 
scraping against glass. Already by day five she knew they were destined to 
die of overwatering. Mary had listened for Barbra’s anxious nighttime hab-
its, of testing the locks of the doors and positioning metal soup cans behind 
the garden gate. She couldn’t blame a woman from fearing her own home.  

The bag at her feet was full of shame. That’s what Mary liked to call it. 
Shame. Some kind of wretched sin that slipped through the mailbox of the 
home, with glossy magazine covers featuring some dead looking girl posi-
tioned like a trophy. Mary had found a box full of them in the basement by 
the old weight rack, and she found dated issues hiding behind her neglected 
cosmetic case in the bathroom and under the bed. John never mentioned 
this fixation in all the years. She had stumbled upon it, unknowing. If she 
had been smarter, she would have wondered upon their wedding night, 
when he asked her to lie very still. Did all men like dead girls? Mary 
couldn’t ask Barbra that. That wasn’t the kind of discussion she could pull 
out with neighbours.  

John’s blue car made a rattling noise from down the street, pulling up over 
the gravel. It slid gently into the space at her feet, headlights blinding her. 
For a moment she couldn’t see the shame or the cacti plants withering next 
door, roots rotting under all the water. Bursts of light danced across her 
eyes and tucked themselves into the grooves of her skull. “Honey,” John 
called out, shapeless. “I’m home.” The lights snapped off, engine dying. He 
was already slamming the car door shut and leaving the window down. 
That was tempting fate, she should have said. Rain liked to show up when a 
fool left a window wide open.  

He was home and she should have been glad. Mary felt fear curdle in her 
stomach though, filling her mouth with a bitter taste. A year ago and she 
would have had a meal on the table for him. A man liked coming home to a 
roasted bird waiting on a platter for his knife to slip in, carving flesh from 
bone. It was masculine sort of artistry, transforming butchering into culi-
nary actions. “You look tired,” her mouth said, separate from her knotted 
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heart strings. It felt as if parts of her body were controlled by a series of 
wires, allowing for her legs to straighten, lifting herself off of the steps. The 
moon looked especially sad behind his head. “You should come in and head 
to bed. You must have been driving all day.” 
 
If she had been smart, she would have investigated the car for evidence. A 
hair tie left on the floor, or a lingering trace of perfume. John laughed 
though, as if Mary had told a joke. “I’m always driving. What’s this bag sit-
ting here for?” 
 
“Trash,” Mary said, honestly. She felt old when she looked down on it. She 
had filled the bag with a dozen dirty magazines and the electrical tape she 
pulled from his tool box. There was a knife she had also fished out of his 
sock drawer and some old polaroid of a blurred woman’s face, as if the 
photo had been taken during a struggle, her eyes looking bruised and low. 
Mary didn’t know who that woman was but she was afraid to ask, as if her 
husband would pull out a dozen horrible tales. She was a waitress. I met 
her in college. Her mother cried at her funeral. Each terrorized thought 
rolled around her skull like marbles. Perhaps she was no better than Barbra, 
with her soup cans piled at the gateway like a little shrine to her anxiety.  
 
All the pieces of hysteria and shame were buried beneath a layer of potato 
skins and brown apple cores. It would be a dreadful surprise for the old lady 
down the street to rummage through the metal can and find the glossy 
magazine cover of a woman’s face hidden by a leather black mask. Mary al-
lowed John to pick up the bag, walking it down the little dirt driveway to 
place it gently into the garbage can, sealing it with a lid as bright as the sur-
face of the moon. He was so gentle to the garbage, she thought to herself.  
 
As he drew closer, Mary thought of her mother. If she were as bold, she 
would have taken a knife to his throat and asked him for his crimes she al-
ready knew. Instead she asked him, “did you meet anyone at the confer-
ence?” 
 
She held the door open and he accepted, sighing deeply, as if he were 
searching for a scent of roasted chicken. “I met several men from New 
York. I think you’d like them. One even studied journalism, like you did.” 
 
John placed his keys in the dish and his shoes along the little runner lead-
ing from the front door and into the home itself. Mary had studied the 
metal keys, remembering her childhood lesson of positioning keys between 
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her fingers like a claw. He looked as if he had cleaned them recently, polish-
ing away the evidence. Somehow, without knowing it, she had taken the 
newspaper in her hands and folded it into a tight little square, neatly divid-
ing the ski mask into manageable fractions. “I’m glad to see you,” she said 
to him as he managed his way towards the bedroom.  

“Won’t you come to bed with me?” John asked her, looking strangely child-
like as he climbed into bed. “I’ve missed you.” 

“What about the other women?” She said, words trembling as they spilled 
from her mouth. Mary made tight fists with her hands behind her back.  

“There’s never been another woman before in my life,” he said, and it 
sounded like he was lying. John was a man who was hungry for certain 
things, like women at airports with their cool heels, or the girl working in 
the coffee shop, her face stamped with glorious disdain.  

Mary eased herself down on the bed, sitting upright as she watched him. 
Sleep took him quickly, pulling him under a wave of exhaustion. His 
breathing slowly evened out and his face relaxed, blessed under the shadow 
of night. Next door, the floodlights burst on, brightening their own room by 
extension. Could it be him? She wondered. Last year, he had smashed a 
computer keyboard, and he always had a habit of slamming doors in moody 
aggression. A smarter woman would take a knife and stab him silly. It 
wouldn’t be hard in this position, seated like a wronged woman, her hus-
band sprawled out beneath the weight of her shadow, moon watching from 
the window. It still looked sad, from its lofty perch in the sky.  

She didn’t have a knife, though. Instead she took the folded up piece of 
newspaper from her pocket and smoothed over the harsh lines. Her hands 
guided the photo upright and held it beside John’s face and watched, wait-
ing for the features to align under dark. 

Rachel Small is a true crime junkie living in Ottawa, Canada. Her writing has ap-
peared or is forthcoming in bywords, The Shore, and blood orange. You can find her 
on Twitter @rahel_taller. 
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The Incubus 

sandwiches himself 
into other people’s fantasies 
with a cautionary tale. 

DIARY OF A NECROPHILIAC. 

He sees his prey 
through to the end, 
a prolonged tuck-in 
during paralysis. 

* 

The next day, 
guilt strikes, revelation. 

Time to make amends. 

Sells his sport cars 
and chains, rents 
his penthouses  
under market value 
for a low profile 
in the slums. 

The Incubus  
& Joe Was Here: 
Two Poems by Samuel Strathman
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Invites the hoi polloi 
to his televised roast, 
features Vampira 
and Satan’s talking sweater 
as speakers. 
 
During the festivities, 
shrunken heads toss around 
stories of how the star 
of the show 
has a penchant 
for bed wetting. 
 
The incubus takes 
deep breaths, eviscerates 
Paddington Bear 
in front of his audience— 
button-eye pop! 
 
* 
 
Weeks later, the sheriff  
lays him out, 
leaves him bedridden,  
delirious. 
 
A succubus enters 
the night, 
 
turns the lights out 
on the tormented creature 
for good. 
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Joe Was Here 

After the movie “You were Never Really Here” 
(2017), based on the book by Jonathan Ames. 

After spending most  
of his retired life 
moving from seedy motel room 
to seedy motel room, 
Joe’s ready 

to swallow a knife— 
succumb to the plastic bag 
tied around his head, stricture— 
lock the bicycle 
and set it on fire. 

The smoke wafting 
from the smoulder 
are eidolons, rising. 

Samuel Strathman is a Jewish poet, author, educator, and editor at Cypress: A Poetry 
Journal. Some of his poems have appeared or are forthcoming in Pink Plastic House, 
The Mark Literary Review, Rejection Letters, and elsewhere. Two of his chapbooks are 
forthcoming later this year: "In Flocks of Three to Five" will be published by Anstruther 
Press, and "The Incubus" will be published by Roaring Junior Press. 
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A skull was buried in the laundry basket. Steffy threw aside the clothing and
held it up to the pale light of early morning. A run-of-the-mill skull would have 
been alarming enough, but this one came with streaks of a gray, sludge-like sub-
stance spread across its surface, coating the mouth and leaving a trail behind the 
ears. She put it back in the hamper and covered it with one of her dirty shirts, 
then brought the basket through the living room and descended to the basement. 
She wrapped the skull in her shirt and placed it inside the broom closet Patrick 
had been afraid of ever since they were kids. He used to have nightmares of get-
ting stuck inside, maggots emerging from the walls, eating him slowly to death. 
Over the years, his fears had multiplied, pasting themselves vaguely upon the en-
tire outside world. Steffy closed the closet door and her cell phone buzzed with a 
call from the new station manager. 

“Ms. Sanders?” The man’s voice was low and mechanical. 

“Yes?” 

Mute 
 

Timothy Day 
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“You’re late for work.” 
 
“No, I’m not.” 
 
“Your time slot changed.” 
 
“When?” 
 
“Just now.” 
 
“Oh–okay.” 
 
There was a pause, and Steffy thought she could hear the heavy clacking of type-
writer keys in the background. 
 
“You’re late,” the man said again, then hung up. 
 
Steffy went to Patrick’s bedroom and whispered goodbye. Patrick was trying to 
see how long he could sleep and had been in bed for three days. He grunted and 
Steffy closed the door. 

 
*** 

 
Outside the radio station, Steffy saw the same sketching of an astronaut that 
seemed to be following her around lately; this appearance following sightings at 
the grocery store and the post office, as well as in her library book, squeezed into 
the margin of page 27. And now here, adrift on the wall, its face a blank white 
oval. She hadn’t mentioned the astronaut to anyone, for reasons she couldn’t pin-
point; something about it just felt private, as if talking about it might cause it to 
vanish. She’d felt the same way about the plans she’d made for her life after col-
lege, none of which had ever trod the distance between thought and action—
those visions of traveling the world, joining the Peace Corps or becoming a no-
mad, romancing some sweet, simple guy from a small town in Alaska or New 
Zealand, sleeping on couches in messy apartments, waking to the sounds of an-
other language, and coating herself in the texture of experience. 
 
Inside the studio, one of Steffy’s shows was playing in her absence. So sometimes 
I’m not sure if I’m as much of a person as I used to be, she said. Then some song 
will shake me out of it. Call in and tell me the songs that remind you of yourself. 
Steffy listened to herself talk for a moment, trying but failing to remember when 



 
 

98 

the show was from. Finally, she cut herself off mid-sentence and greeted her lis-
teners, apologizing for the re-play. At the next commercial break, the audio guy 
opened the door and peered in at her. 
 
“That wasn’t a re-play,” he said, voice wiry and raw, a needle coated in dirt. 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
The audio guy shrank back a bit, leaving only one of his eyes visible. “I have all of 
your shows on tape,” he said. “That wasn’t a re-play.” He withdrew, closing the 
door softly. 
 
When her show was over, Steffy walked through the six hallways separating the 
studio from the manager’s office and knocked. No answer, though Steffy could 
hear faint voices whispering within, followed by the clunky typing she’d heard on 
the phone. She tried the doorknob. Locked. Her phone buzzed. 
 
“Ms. Sanders?” 
 
“Hi.” 
 
“What is it?” 
 
Steffy looked around the hall. No cameras. No peephole on the office door either. 
 
“Do you have x-ray vision?” 
 
“No.” 
 
Steffy paused. “I wanted to know when today’s re-play was from.” 
 
“Not long ago,” said the man. 
 
“But when exactly?” 
 
“I shredded the old records.” 
 
“The audio guy said—” 
 
“Goodbye Ms. Sanders.” 
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On her way back through the halls, a sticker of the astronaut, small and alone, 
floated silently on one of the pipes running below the ceiling. It felt as if it was 
somehow staring at her from beneath its barren veil. Steffy stepped to either side 
of it. What? She wanted to say. 

Back in the studio she ran into Henry, the evening DJ. Of course, he was right on 
time for his new slot. Steffy felt a familiar irritation she knew was unwarranted; 
she liked Henry, but he was always so on the ball, it made her feel in danger of 
losing some sort of implicit trial on the validity of her existence. Henry was pale 
and ashen, with permanent circles under his eyes. Steffy punched him on the 
shoulder the way he had shown her his old frat used to do. When she’d asked 
him why the hell he would join a frat, he’d told her it was to better make fun of 
it, like an undercover comic, bruh. 

“They switched you too?” Steffy asked. 

“Sure did,” Henry said. “Those sons’a switches.”  

Steffy stopped on her way out, pretending to unscrew her hand and throw it back 
at him. Henry slapped the air and made a small pop sound with his mouth. 

“We’ve got to work on our high-five volume,” he said. 

*** 

At home, Steffy went to the basement and opened the broom closet. She couldn’t 
shake the feeling that the skull needed to be monitored, and that it could turn 
into something worse if it wasn’t. It lay wrapped in her t-shirt just as she’d left it, 
though the strips of gray substance seemed to have grown skin, pinkish-white 
pieces creeping up the ends. Steffy bundled the skull back up with haste, pushing 
it deep into the closet with her foot before closing the door and returning up the 
stairs. She checked on Patrick, asleep with the covers stretched over his face. 
Steffy waited to see the small inflation of the sheet that lay over his mouth, then 
tiptoed out of the room. 

After eating a late dinner, Steffy sat alone on the couch turning the phone over in 
her hands. Outside, a lone streetlamp flickered weakly. Wind moaned against the 
house. Steffy turned the light off and curled up in the dark, fingers dialing a num-
ber from muscle memory. 

Hey you. 
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“Hey,” Steffy whispered. 

I missed you. 

“You did?” 

So much, baby. 

Steffy unlaced her pajamas and slipped her hand beneath their cover—she liked to 
get started early so she could finish before they got to the stuff that made her feel 
the saddest, the stuff that most reminded her that it was only a phone sex line. 

Afterward, she lay there a while longer, turning on the TV and half-watching an 
old silent movie about aliens. Her phone lit up in the dark. 

“Hi.” 

“Hello, dear.” Her mother called less and less these days, always late at night, 
voice throaty and grim. Steffy pictured her sitting in the dark in her room at the 
nursing home, a trail of cigarette smoke rising past her shadowed profile. “How’s 
your brother?”  

“Fine,” Steffy said. “He’s sleeping a lot.” 

Her mother hmphed. “And you?” 

In the movie, the aliens were closing in on the protagonists after cornering them 
in an abandoned office building. 

“I’m fine, too,” Steffy said. 

“Of course, you are.” 

Steffy tensed. Her mother would have doubted it even if she was fine, but some-
how it felt as if she knew, as if she would always know. “I’m going to bed,” she 
said. 

“Sure.” 

“Goodnight.” 
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“Stephanie?” 

“What?” 

“Take care of Patrick.” 

The aliens had subdued the humans and were dragging them behind the building. 
A white light beamed down on them. 

“Yeah, Mom.” 

The line went dead. 

*** 

Steffy dreamt that she was watching her own sleeping form through a hole in the 
bedroom wall. Two men stood on either side of her bed, tall and white-coated, 
wearing goggles and gloves, one holding tongs while the other stood by with a 
crumpled-up piece of paper. A third man entered from outside the frame and held 
her mouth open while the one with the tongs reached them into her throat, pull-
ing out a small, crinkly box dripping with saliva. It appeared velvety in texture. 
The second man took the box from the tongs and peeled back the top, placing the 
crumpled ball of paper inside. He then folded back the lid and replaced the box 
within the tongs, the first man returning it into Steffy’s throat. The third man re-
leased her mouth and took out a tape recorder as the Steffy in bed began to 
speak, mouth moving rapidly as the rest of her stayed still, welcoming listeners to 
her show, discussing up-and-coming pianists, asking and answering during the 
trivia segment. Once all of it was recorded, the goggled men left, and the hole in 
the wall shrunk until there was only dark. 

*** 

In the morning, Steffy went to the basement to check on the skull. She un-
wrapped it to find that the skin had grown further over the grey tarry substance, 
branching off in parts and spreading onto the white of the bone. She scanned the 
basement for something thicker to cover it with. The only thing she could find 
was the tattered blanket she and Patrick had shared as kids. She swaddled the 
skull inside the blanket and returned it to the broom closet. At the bottom of the 
stairs she found Patrick staring down at her from the top step. 
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“Why do you keep going down there?” 
 
Steffy hesitated. Patrick was frightened of enough, and had enough trouble inside 
of him without having to deal with a skull in the broom closet. She shook her 
head and walked up to him. “Just cleaning up,” she said, closing the door behind 
them. “Organizing.” Patrick squinted suspiciously, then turned and went back to 
his room. 
 
Steffy was on her way to the station when her cell phone buzzed. 
 
“Ms. Sanders?” 
 
“Yes?” 
 
“You can stay home today.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“We have your slot filled.” 
 
“With what?” 
 
The line went dead. 
 
Steffy went to the station anyway. Movement felt critical. In the house, the 
weight of inactivity lingered, threatening suffocation. 
 
She entered the studio to find her chair empty and a recording of her voice play-
ing. 
 
Alright people, what’s your favorite song to listen to before sleeping alone? Call 
in and tell me. 
 
She’d never asked that before. 
 
The new manager’s door was still locked; Steffy’s knocks went without response. 
From inside the office, the clacking of keys had grown louder.  
 
Steffy retreated through the hallways and paused outside the audio guy’s door, 
atypically ajar. The room was unoccupied, empty save for a cardboard cutout of 
the astronaut standing in the corner. Steffy approached it and ran her fingers 
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along the void of its face. She tilted her head and stared at where its eyes would 
be. Were they in there, waiting for something? There was a knock on the door be-
hind her and she turned to find Henry grinning. 

“Having a private moment?” he asked. 

Steffy forced a laugh. “What are you doing here?” 

Henry hung his coat on the door and looked around the room. “I sub for Lonny 
on Thursdays,” he said, “but it looks like someone moved the gear.” 

Steffy hesitated. Maybe it wasn’t just her. Maybe everyone thought it was just 
them, and it wasn’t. She pointed back at the astronaut. “Have you seen this be-
fore?” 

Henry squinted at it. “You know what?” 

“What?” 

“I think we went to the cardboard moon together.” 

“Seriously.” 

Henry looked at her with a befuddled smile and shook his head absently. “I ha-
ven’t seen it.” 

Steffy nodded and walked past him out the door. On the pipe below the ceiling, 
the astronaut was gone. Steffy went outside and looked at the wall. Blank. She 
drove home, turning on the radio and hearing herself introduce a new jazz num-
ber. There was a vacancy in her voice, something manufactured about it. She 
turned the volume to zero. 

At home, Steffy went to her room and got into bed. It was only two in the after-
noon, but she fell asleep almost instantly. 

*** 

It was dark when Steffy woke up. She rose and made her way downstairs, hearing 
the creak of Patrick’s bed as he shifted position. In the living room she looked out 
the window and gasped. Below the flickering streetlamp stood the astronaut, 
three dimensional and alive. Steffy closed the blinds and called Henry. 
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“Steffy?” He sounded drowsy, woken up. 
 
“I’m sorry,” Steffy said. “I didn’t know who else to call.” 
 
“It’s okay,” Henry said. Steffy heard the shuffling of covers. A woman sighed. 
“What’s wrong?” Henry asked. 
 
“I found a skull.” 
 
“A skull?” 
 
“In the laundry.” 
 
“Jesus.” 
 
Steffy opened her mouth to continue, but the words didn’t come. She strained. 
 
“A–a–nd they’re rec–ording me,” she said, pushing out the syllables as hard as 
she could. “Wh–i–le I sle–ep.” 
 
What’d you say? You’re breaking up, Stef.” 
 
Steffy took a deep breath and shouted into the phone, none of the words getting 
past her throat. She waited a few seconds and tried again. Nothing. 
 
“Steffy?” 
 
She let the phone drop to the floor. Henry’s shrunken voice called out to her 
twice more before it was replaced by a dial tone. 
 
Steffy lifted one of the blinds—the astronaut was gone from beneath the street-
lamp. From the porch she could hear someone approaching, and in another few 
seconds the door clicked open. Steffy backed into the wall as the astronaut 
walked inside and turned its faceless head at her, the movement slow and heavy. 
It stood still for a moment and then continued to the hall. Steffy followed, watch-
ing as it opened the door to the basement and began the descent.  
 
The astronaut knelt down in the broom closet, its back to her. It was unwrapping 
the blanket. Once it had finished, the astronaut paused for a moment before its 
shoulders began to rock up and down, accompanied by a small and distant 



105 

sobbing. Steffy turned and ran upstairs; the astronaut’s reaction was somehow 
more disturbing than the skull itself.  

She hurried to her bedroom, but the spot where the door should have been had 
been walled over. She ran her hands over the surface and came into contact with a 
small hole. She knelt down and put her eye to it, revealing a circular view of her 
bedroom. The three goggled men stood over her mattress and looked off-frame, 
as if waiting for something. Steffy recognized the crimpled box they’d pulled from 
her throat, tight in the grasp of the tongs. Suddenly, the astronaut entered from 
the left with Steffy’s head in its hands. Her expression was flat, skin stretched 
taut and new.  

One of the goggled men slipped on his gloves and took her head from the astro-
naut, the man with the tongs inserting them between Steffy’s lips and placing the 
box within. The astronaut stood by, hunched, weeping tearlessly into its hand. 
The gloved man put Steffy’s head down on the pillow and adjusted it a bit. The 
third man removed a tape recorder from his pocket, setting it down on the mat-
tress before all three left the frame. 

The astronaut lingered as Steffy’s mouth began to form words, welcoming listen-
ers to her new 24-hour show. We’re always here for you. Everything’s okay on 
Steffy 2.0. Steffy felt tears running down her face as the hole in the wall began to 
close. The astronaut approached the talking Steffy, running its fingers along her 
cheek. In another moment its body seemed to dissipate, helmet and space suit 
collapsing to the floor, hollow. The hole in the wall sealed completely, and Steffy 
turned back to the darkened hallway. Wind moaned against the house. She lum-
bered downstairs and into the living room. Her phone glowed with a text from 
Henry, asking if she was okay.  

From somewhere inside of her, Steffy could feel the astronaut, lifting on the soft 
pads of its feet, falling into space. 

Timothy Day poses as an adult in Portland, Oregon. He holds an MFA in Creative Writing 
from Portland State University, and his fiction has appeared in The Adroit Journal, Barren 
Magazine, Jet Fuel Review, and elsewhere. 
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The curtains have closed, so if you could please exit by clicking ‘X’ on your 
screen… But before you go, we would appreciate it if you could leave us a 
review on Twitter or any other social media platform. ThornLit hopes that 
the show left you shivering with unease—do take your popcorn with you. 
Your tickets will be valid for our next show, arriving in November… 

Courtenay 

 

A Parting Note from Fall Issue Guest 
Editor, Courtenay S. Gray 

“Farewell,” digital illustration by Courtenay S. Gray 
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