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Introduction

I wish I could say that the publication of this issue marks the beginning of the 
build-up to Semaphore’s busiest period of the year, but reality is not quite so 
conveniently clear-cut. I began preparations for this year’s Anthology several months 
ago and have progressed in jerks and leaps to find myself waiting nervously to see 
whether we will have enough money to print as many copies as I would like. It will be 
another month or so until we find out if our grant application has been successful or 
not, and in the meantime, we work on in hope. 

In the meantime, this issue has been more than enough work by itself, and 
December’s is shaping up to be the same. As you will know if you read our blog, the 
number of stories and poems that we are receiving is steadily climbing, and having the 
publish dates coincide almost perfectly with mid-semester and the end of semester is 
seeming like less of a clever idea the closer exams get. 

Nevertheless, I am ridiculously happy with this issue. Our guest author is the 
lovely Janni Lee Simner, whose apocalyptic novel Bones of Faerie is available from 
Random House. Her story, “Lost or Forgotten,” is a fable not at all echoed in content or 
in theme by returning author Stuart Sharp’s “The Apocalypse Factor” or, say, Camille 
Alexa’s “Dear Zombie.” Closer, perhaps, might be Joyce Chng’s dreamily steampunk
“Moon Maiden’s Mirror,” while Robert S. Tyler and Alec Kowalczyk pull us back to 
something resembling the real world and Therese Arkenberg binds up a soul in a garnet 
ring in “The Gallows Wife.”

These five stories and two poems are the last pieces this year to be eligible for the 
anthology, so remember to fill in this issue’s poll on our website. It’s only a couple of 
clicks to reward these writers for their words – why not let them know what you liked?

Marie Hodgkinson
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The Apocalypse Factor
By Stuart Sharp

Calling your theatre the New Theatre was, in Dave’s opinion, asking for 
trouble. When you found yourself renovating the place after a few years, the 
problem of what to call the results was pretty much inevitable. It was with very little 
surprise, therefore, that Dave found his 11.30 audition taking him through the doors 
of Retfield’s Even Newer Theatre.

If he was to be honest, and surprisingly for an actor Dave generally was, he 
couldn’t actually remember what the audition was for. He suspected that he’d only 
ever known in a sort of general sense anyway, given that he’d heard about the thing 
from one of the inhabitants of the Frog and Spigot, while everyone concerned was in 
a state not normally given to remembering things like their own names, let alone the 
details of auditions.

Dave had always found it quite odd that a pub full of ‘resting’ actors should 
prove such a fruitful source of tips on jobs. Not that he was knocking it. Already this 
year he’d had a cat food commercial, a small part in a musical, and a whole three 
lines in The Bill thanks to things he’d heard in the Frog and Spigot. It was a good line 
in information for an eager young (-ish, he added mentally) actor who could, 
admittedly in quite a poor light, just about pass for presentable and talented.

What he didn’t get was why none of the others there ever seemed to go for 
the jobs they spoke so much about. Maybe it was the effort of sobering up that 
proved too much for the resting regulars. Then again, judging by what he’d seen of 
them, they were mostly ‘resting’ in the same sense that mythical kings were. Maybe 
they needed a national emergency before they’d audition, or something.

These thoughts occupied Dave’s mind pretty much continuously as a young 
woman with the harassed look of a production assistant hustled him to the wings of 
the Even Newer Theatre. That was something of a pity really.  It meant he only got a 
good look at what was going on out on the stage once it was too late to do anything 
but stare. So Dave stared. Specifically, he stared at the fat man in the turban who 
currently occupied the stage. He couldn’t help it. Some things demanded staring at. 
Men who looked like they’d broken off an urgent sumo wrestling appointment to 
audition as the genie from Aladdin definitely qualified.

To be fair, Dave wasn’t the only one staring. From the front row, seated 
neatly behind clipboards, three people were staring up with expressions that said 
they weren’t expecting to be entertained at any point in the near future. There was a 
big, burly man in red, a catwalk-model-thin woman with straight blonde hair, and 
another, dark-haired woman who spent most of her time fishing out tissues to blow 
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her nose with. Beside them, a young man in jeans and a t-shirt kept a video camera 
pointed at the stage, its glass eye matching Dave blow for blow on the staring front.

The man on stage was staring, too – at quite a large watermelon, as it 
happened. It sat on a stand with the happy air of a watermelon that knew it wasn’t 
the one doing the work here. Also of a watermelon that didn’t know what was about 
to happen to it, under the circumstances, since after a couple more seconds of staring 
from the huge man, it exploded.

‘Exploded,’ Dave thought, was possibly the wrong word. The process had a 
kind of instant quality to it that was far too neat, for one thing. Instead, it was 
probably fairer to say that the watermelon trembled for a moment, then burst in a 
shower of rind and pips that hovered for a brief instant between ‘splat’ and ‘splash’
before plumping firmly for the latter.

The thin blonde flicked a fragment of watermelon from one Dior-clad 
shoulder with something approaching disdain.

“Very nice, I’m sure,” she said, in the tones of someone who was sure of 
something else entirely, “but the destruction of vegetables? I’m fairly certain we 
already have that one covered, thank you.”

“Hang on!” the burly man to her left bellowed in tones that would have made 
Brian Blessed give up. “Who died and left you in charge? Personally, I thought –”

“Now,” the other woman interrupted, juggling her clipboard and her tissue 
for a moment, “I’m sure there’s no need to shout. And anyway, we’ve been through 
this. It’s the audience votes that matter, not whatever row you two have decided to 
have.”

The burly man pulled a face.

“I don’t see why I should have to stop having rows at my age!” he boomed. “I 
like having rows. I’m good at having rows!”

“Yes,” the thin woman agreed, “you are. Maybe if you were a little less good 
at them, we wouldn’t be having to do this.”

The man went so red Dave thought he might explode, but the dark-haired 
woman held up a hand.

“Maybe we should just get on with this. The sooner we get this over with, the 
sooner I can get back to bed. I’m not feeling very well today.”

The burly man muttered something about some people never being well, 
then scowled over at the wings.

“Next!”

Dave would never have claimed to be the most observant of individuals. 
Nevertheless, one or two points had come to his attention. The first was that this 
appeared to be some sort of variety act gig, which wasn’t really his forte. The second 
was that, forte or not, there was some sort of reality TV thing involved, presumably 
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with all the attendant fame, fortune, and tabloid newspaper deals, so he could damn 
well get his feet out on that stage.

He did, stepping out in front of the three watching judges. The thin woman 
looked him up and down.

“Name?”

“Dave Jenkins.”

“Really?” She leafed through a collection of notes before sighing. “You’re 
sure you’re in the right place?”

Dave looked over at the TV camera to check. He was in front of it. He 
nodded.

“And what do you do? Please don’t say that you’re another holy-sword-
wielding wannabe. We’ve had four of them already.”

The other woman, the one who seemed to be unwell, put a finger to her lips.

“If you give him a chance, I’m sure he’ll show us. Go on then … Dave.”

Dave was trying to turn the words ‘holy sword’ around in such a way that 
they’d fit into his brain, but even so, he didn’t hesitate. First rule of auditions: don’t 
waste people’s time. Deciding that acting wasn’t really right for variety, and being to 
dancing approximately what myxomatosis was to the average rabbit population, he 
resorted to plan B. Plan B, in this case, took the form of the Major General’s song 
from the Pirates of Penzance.

He’d made it up to the chorus before he noticed the disbelief on the judges’ 
faces sufficiently to grind to a halt. The unwell woman coughed.

“That was … interesting. Tell me, what was it supposed to do?”

“Do?” Dave parroted. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, are the vibrations supposed to reduce your enemies to gibbering 
wrecks or something?”

“Or maybe blow them apart,” the male judge suggested.

Dave considered this.

“I think it’s supposed to make people laugh.”

“Until their internal organs haemorrhage and they die?” the unwell woman 
said with a surprising amount of relish.

“What?” Dave demanded. “No. It’s just supposed to be a song, I think.”

“A song?”

“A song,” he repeated.

There was some hurried muttering among the three judges, which quickly 
turned into hurried muttering between the three judges, the man holding the camera, 
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and someone on the other end of a phone. Dave caught snatches of it, which seemed 
to come in two distinct bursts. Phrases like “…doesn’t know what’s going on,” and 
“totally unsuitable” filled the first burst like the water in a cheap pie. Pretty quickly,
though, they found themselves replaced by other snatches, which to Dave’s ear went 
more like “… might add some human interest” and “could be good for ratings.”

Finally, the thin woman, who seemed to have been put in charge, looked up 
at him.

“Well, obviously we’ll have to see how the viewer votes do, but it was 
certainly … different.”

“I did something wrong, didn’t I?”

“Oh no,” she countered. “I wouldn’t say that. Maybe for now you’d like to go 
through to the Green Room while we continue here. You’ll be called back in a bit, I 
imagine.”

She nodded to the side of the stage, and Dave set off for it, wondering what 
all that had been about. He was almost there when the burly man in the red called 
after him:

“Loved the bit about Major Generals! Very military!”

~

The Green Room turned out to be lavender, with the occasional mysterious 
stain on the paintwork. The production assistant, a nice if rather pale young woman 
with a headset and a thick stack of notes, had shown Dave the way. She hadn’t 
mentioned that there would be other people there, but it stood to reason, if they were 
having people wait.

Even to someone who had occasionally done community theatre, they 
seemed a motley bunch. The fat man in the turban was there, of course, 
monopolising a buffet table in a way that suggested that he was surprised no one 
had thought to provide food for everybody else. There was a man dressed all in red 
and orange, and from somewhere Dave got the impression that he might have been a 
fire eater. Maybe it was the lack of eyebrows. Others were dressed in costumes that 
suggested that they might have come straight from a fancy-dress ball.

A rather elderly woman dressed all in black came up to Dave, and jabbed a 
finger in the air before him.

“Shouldn’t be here, you shouldn’t,” she hissed, with an accent that Dave 
couldn’t quite place. “None of you should. I was doing this back before you’d even 
been thought of.”

“Doing what?” Dave asked. The woman jabbed her finger closer to him, and 
Dave felt himself fighting the sudden urge to step back.

“Now, Hecate, leave the boy alone.”
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A man in what looked surprisingly like a bed sheet moved the old woman 
gently aside. She wandered off, muttering the sort of words under her breath that 
Dave felt sure old ladies weren’t allowed to know. Perhaps it was this distraction 
that kept him from recognising his rescuer for at least another couple of seconds. 
Then again, perhaps it was the fact that his normal choice of wardrobe didn’t look 
like it had been stolen from a linen closet.

“Colin?” Dave asked, just to make sure, but there wasn’t any real need. The 
grey, straggly beard was a bit of a giveaway. So were the blue tattoos that crept up 
Colin’s forearms, across his shoulders, and all the way up to his face, where they 
provided decoration for a head that could otherwise have done quite well as a 
billiard ball. “What are you doing here?”

Even though it seemed obvious that Colin had to have been the one who 
mentioned the audition, the question still seemed reasonable enough, largely on the 
basis that Colin never left the pub. Never. Dave occasionally ran into the other actors 
from the pub elsewhere, doing things that often involved wives, or children, or 
unexpected bursts of DIY. Colin, on the other hand, appeared to exist more or less 
permanently in the pub’s taproom. It was uniformly accepted that he was probably 
an alcoholic, and there was even a vague rumour going around that the place would 
collapse if he ever set foot outside the door.

Colin’s eyebrows furrowed as he considered the question, making his tattoos 
shift in a way that looked surprisingly like a satellite weather map.

“Me? What are you doing here, Dave? This is no place for a …”

He stopped, apparently trying to think of the right word. More weather 
activity worked its way across his skull.

“For a what?” Dave demanded.

“Well, for a mortal.”

~

“So let me get this straight,” Dave said five minutes of hurried explanation 
later. “Your real name isn’t Colin, but is in fact something that we’ve both agreed 
I’ve got no chance of pronouncing properly.”

“Colxthnlk,” Colin said. ‘Really, after the first couple of thousand years, 
‘Colin’ just seemed easier.”

“You’re some sort of god …”

“Technically a local spirit. Kind of the essence of a place, only with more in 
the way of arms and legs.”

“Right.” Dave shook his head. “You’re a spirit, and this is an audition, not for 
some variety show, but for the job of Death, who has left the four harbingers of the 
apocalypse over …”
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“Money issues, mostly,” Colin supplied. “After all, Death has been getting a 
lot of publicity recently, whereas the others have been largely left behind. Classic 
case of the front man going solo, really.”

“And the three judges out there are really Famine, Pestilence, and War,”
Dave finished, quite proud of the way he’d managed to say it with a straight face. 
“Just one question: are you utterly insane?”

Colin glowered. When he did so, he didn’t seem so much like the amiable 
drunk normally found propping up the Frog and Spiggot’s bar. Maybe it was the 
way small bolts of lightning forked from his beard. Dave stared.

“Oh … oh, um …”

“So do you believe me now?”

Dave found himself nodding.

“You shouldn’t even be here, you know,” Colin said. “This is supposed to be 
our lot only. You saw the TV cameras? Well, they’re beaming out across the 
dimensions, but you can bet they’re not showing on the BBC.”

“Like Test Cricket, then.”

“Not very, and I think you should start taking this seriously, Dave. 
You’re totally out of your depth. You know how reality TV challenges can be 
cruel, humiliating, and just this side of stupidly dangerous? Now imagine 
what ones designed for immortals will do you someone like you.”

Dave thought about it. It made him quite glad he hadn’t touched anything 
from the buffet yet.

“I should get out of here,” he decided, in about the same time it would have 
taken to decide that yes, he’d quite like the million pounds you were offering, thank 
you. Colin nodded.

“I’d hurry up, too. You never know when they’ll be back.”

Dave didn’t need telling twice. He made for the door to the not-very-Green 
Room with a turn of speed that would have been impressive for most sprinters. As a 
result, he managed to reach it just as the nice young woman with the notes opened 
the thing to look inside.

“Oh good. Mr Jenkins, they’d like you back on stage. If you’d like to come 
with me.”

He didn’t want to. In fact, Dave wanted to explain that it was all a big 
mistake, while getting ready to make a run for it. The trouble was, even if he’d had 
godlike powers, he doubted they’d have been enough to deal with the brisk 
efficiency that saw him swept along and brought out to the stage, into the blaze of 
spotlights. He couldn’t help noticing the water tank that took up about half the space 
there, and which seemed to be filled with fish.

The unwell judge – Pestilence, Dave corrected himself – stood up.
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“Now, as we all know, our job is quite a dangerous one, so the producers 
have … suggested one or two things. Obviously nothing too dangerous. Just a few 
piranha. All you’ve got to do now is get to the other end of that pool.”

“Hang on,” Dave said. “Piranha? Um … I’m not sure that I actually want to –
”

Sadly, he didn’t get chance to point out what it was that he didn’t want to do, 
because at about that point the nice production assistant pushed Dave into the pool.

~

Two minutes later, wet but surprisingly uneaten, he pulled himself out again, 
glaring at the assembled judges.

“There,” Pestilence said, “nothing to worry about.”

“Did quite well, I thought,” War put in. Famine arched one carefully-plucked 
eyebrow.

“Really? I thought it showed all the style of someone drowning. If that’s all 
the other contestants have to beat, I doubt they’re shaking.”

Dave tried to think of a witty rejoinder, but couldn’t think of anything until 
the PA was herding him off the stage again.

“You … you pushed me in there. With piranha!”

“Oh, don’t be such a baby,” she countered, handing him a towel. “Now get 
yourself dried. There’s a vote just as soon as you’re all done, and then there will be 
more tasks.”

“But I don’t want more tasks! I just want to go home.”

The PA shrugged in a way that said it wasn’t her fault.

“You’d just better hope you get voted off then, hadn’t you? Though I 
wouldn’t bank on it. Oh, and I’ve been told to tell you that you shouldn’t bother 
trying to make a run for it, because there are some quite large people from the road 
crew on the exits.”

Dave, who’d been considering doing exactly that, deflated visibly.

“Why? Why do that to me?”

The PA shrugged again.

“Don’t ask me. I just make this circus run. I don’t do stupid things like 
trying to understand it.” She gave him a surprisingly kind smile. “Just relax. I 
have a suspicion that you’re too popular right now for anything really bad to 
happen.”

~
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It turned out that the production assistant was right, about the popularity at
least. When the entire population of the Greenish Room found themselves lined up a 
short time later, it was the old woman who found herself sent on her way, not Dave.

“Bloody popular votes,” Hecate muttered as she stalked past.

Whether the PA was right about nothing bad happening, however, was open 
to debate, and Dave would have come down pretty strongly on the opposite side, 
given half a chance. Having a series of very nearly deadly things happen to you over 
the course of a few hours would do that.

After the piranhas, it was dodging balls of molten rock while trying to recite 
the line they’d given him. Dave got out of the way, all right – fear gave him acrobatic 
abilities he hadn’t considered up to that point. On the other hand, it was hard to 
make “Cower, Brief Mortals!” sound truly convincing when you were flat on your 
belly.

Then it was scythe-swinging, which was a lot harder than it looked, followed 
by being bitten by a horse, which wasn’t. Well, it was actually supposed to be riding 
the thing, but the stupid beast had taken one look at Dave before making it clear that 
wasn’t going to happen in this life. 

Somehow, though, Dave found himself scraping through. The red and orange 
man tried to be clever and catch one of the flaming rocks in his mouth, but that 
meant that his big line came out as “Mmpff Meeff Oootlls.” And no horse deserved 
to be squashed quite as flat as the turban-bedecked man managed when he tried to 
ride it, even if it had bitten Dave.

Contestant by contestant, in fact, Dave found the field around him thinning 
with the speed of Colin’s hair. Or maybe it was just the combination of constant 
terror and near humiliation that was making time fly, because pretty soon, Dave 
found himself on a stage containing only him and Colin, who had proved to be 
remarkably good when it came to the prospective Death business. Dave nodded to 
him, and got a glower in return.

“What?” Dave demanded in a whisper. Colin snorted.

“Don’t you ‘What?’ me, Dave. It’s obvious, isn’t it? This is a bloody fix.”

Dave found himself quite hurt by that.

“Haven’t you even considered the possibility that people are enjoying voting 
for the plucky underdog?”

Colin gave it due consideration.

“Bollocks. That might do the voting, but how are you even surviving?”

“Ahem!”

Dave didn’t get chance to reply, because when War coughed discretely, it 
sounded like a cannon going off. He stood in front of the pair of them like a general 
explaining that they’d be charging towards the enemy guns shortly, and that they 
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should feel jolly good about it. Famine and Pestilence waited in their seats, along 
with the camera operator. The nice PA gave Dave a thumbs-up from the wings.

“Right then,” War said, “just two of you chaps left. Now, I was all in favour 
of letting you fight it out …” Colin flexed muscles that looked surprisingly well-
honed, considering that they’d mostly been used for lifting pints for the last few 
hundred years, “… but apparently that sort of thing doesn’t play well. You get 
complaints. Instead, we’ve made it a treasure hunt. Death should be able to spot a 
human soul at a thousand yards, so we’ve hidden one … somewhere. All you’ve got 
to do is find it. Winner takes all, as they say.”

He looked the pair of them up and down.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

Dave and Colin looked at each other, glanced around the theatre, and 
sprinted for the nearest rows of seats.

~

Half an hour later, Dave was out of breath, out of luck, and completely 
lacking any human souls. It might help if he had the faintest idea what they looked 
like. The only consolation was that Colin didn’t seem to have found anything either. 
Which was quite odd, actually. The other man had gone through practically every 
inch of the place, and you had to bet that he knew what he was looking for. As it 
was, he’d started at the beginning again, his tattoos scrunching up in either 
concentration or annoyance.

Dave was just taking a short break behind one of the rows of seats when the 
PA came and sat down on one of them.

“You know,” she said, “it’s like this when I lose my car keys. I end up 
spending most of the day tidying up afterwards.”

“Sorry,” Dave said, “I don’t really have time to chat. Besides, won’t it look 
like cheating, you talking to me in the middle of this?”

The PA shrugged.

“Probably. But who cares. You don’t actually want to win, do you? I 
mean, not that long ago you were ready to run for it. Would you actually 
want to be Death? I mean War, Famine, Pestilence, and Dave just doesn’t 
work, does it?”

Dave had to admit that she had a point. The trouble was, he suspected that 
things wouldn’t go too well if he suddenly declared that he was stopping. The PA 
sighed.

“Look, Dave – you don’t mind if I call you Dave? If you really want to win, I 
suppose what you’ve got to consider is who was doing the hiding here. War set this 
one up, so what you’ve got to think about is where he would put something like 
that.”
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Dave thought about it. First, he tried thinking of all the cunning hiding places 
someone could come up with when they knew everything there was to know about 
foxholes and trenches. That didn’t do much good. Then he tried thinking about the 
little he’d seen of the man. Dave had to admit that War reminded him more of one of 
those forgetful old generals who could remember campaigns thirty years ago with 
pinpoint accuracy, but still forget to buy any milk …

He strode up to War, the camera tracking him.

“Excuse me, sir. Would you mind emptying your pockets?”

~

It looked like a marble, which was slightly disappointing. Dave held it 
between his thumb and forefinger.

“You can’t do this!” Colin complained from the side. “It wasn’t hidden at all. 
It was just in that duffer’s pockets!”

“Where you could have found it just as easily,” Pestilence pointed out.

“Quite right!” War agreed. “Now off with you!”

Dave got the impression that he didn’t like being called a duffer. The sound 
of drums and gunshot on the edge of hearing was a clue. Colin shot him a nasty look, 
then stalked off, leaving Dave alone in front of the camera. It appeared to take the 
three Horsepeople a moment to notice this. A further moment followed, during 
which the implications of that fact sank in. Famine was the first to speak.

“Oh no. Absolutely not. We can’t have him as Death!”

“Don’t see why not,” War interjected. “I rather like the lad.”

“Because he’s a mortal! You can’t have a Death who can die. It wouldn’t 
work.”

“I think Famine may be right here,” Pestilence added, then looked up at 
Dave. “I’m sorry, we shouldn’t have let it get this far.”

Dave shrugged. He was too busy staring at the marble. Even War seemed 
uncomfortable now.

“Even so, to the victor the spoils, and all that. He won fair and square.”

“Actually …” Dave heard the word even before he realised he’d said it. ‘I’m 
pretty sure that I didn’t.’ His gaze sought out the PA, who was still sitting up in the 
seats. “This is yours, I think.”

He threw the marble to her and she caught it one-handed.

“You guessed, then?”

She stood up, and it was like the shadows of the auditorium stood up with 
her. They whirled beyond her back, and Dave would have thought he could see the 
shape of wings, if he weren’t too busy watching her face, which suddenly seemed a 
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lot more hollow-eyed than he remembered. The other Horsepeople looked up at the 
unfolding scene.

“I wonder, Dave,” Pestilence said, “if you could possibly give us a minute?”

Dave all but ran for the door.

~

It wasn’t the Frog and Spiggot, but the pub a few doors down from the 
theatre felt familiar enough. Besides, it had what Dave wanted most, which was a 
series of very alcoholic drinks. The landlord, who was used to actors, put the first 
pint down on the bar almost as Dave sat down. Of course, since he was also used to 
out-of-work actors, he ignored Dave’s request to set up a tab.

Dave was on his third by the time Death slid onto the barstool next to him. 
Thankfully, she looked like a PA again as she ordered a gin and tonic. She took a sip 
of it, then took a piece of paper from her pocket to use as a bar mat.

“So,” Dave said, “you used me.”

“A bit.”

“More than a bit.” He sipped his pint.

“OK, a lot then. One of the advantages of being able to look like anything, 
you can stop people from noticing you’re there.”

“Or give them random hints about auditions Colin would never be stupid 
enough to mention.”

Death just smiled prettily. It didn’t affect Dave. He’d seen what was 
underneath.

“I take it I didn’t get the job then?”

Death shrugged.

“We did sort of think it might be fun to give the reunion thing a go. Sorry.”

Dave snorted as she left, though he was careful to wait until she couldn’t 
hear. He downed the rest of his pint. It occurred to him that downing the rest of the 
gin and tonic might help too.

He’d picked it up before he noticed the bit of paper. 

A director who owes me a favour will be directing Hamlet here soon, and if I 
can rig one audition, I’m sure I can rig two. I might even pop in. I like the bit with the 
skull. See you then. – D.
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GOJIRA
By Alec Kowalczyk

The man in the rubber suit, 
stripped down to the bottom half, 
takes a breather and blows smoke rings 
while the film crew set up another shot, 
loading the fire-breathing head with acetylene. 

Before him, an enormous balsawood model of Tokyo, 
slinky-headed dolls for people and Tonka toy vehicles, 
all as yet unscathed and fully intact. 

Sitting there with cigarette dangling 
and samurai headband beaded with sweat, 
he contemplates what his resume would look like 
if he had a resume, looking for a job: 
“Male seeking position – vast experience in stomping 
all of Tokyo.” 
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The Sideways Man
By Robert S. Tyler

November 23, 2007

He looked at her. “I’m going to explain everything,” he said.

~

May 23, 2005

“Hello?”

“Hi, Janelle?”

“Yes?”

“It’s Simon. The guy from the park yesterday? The frisbee almost –”

“Yeah, I know who you are,” she said, laughing into the telephone. “I haven’t forgotten 
already.”

“Oh good,” Simon said, “I thought you’d already moved on.”

“No,” Janelle said, “I haven’t forgotten you in the …” she glanced at the clock wedged 
on her bookshelf “… fifteen hours since a frisbee almost smacked us both.”

“Just checking,” Simon said, smiling. “A lot can happen in fifteen hours.”

Janelle sat down on her couch, taking her glasses off. “So you aren’t one of those guys 
that waits three days before calling a girl, huh?”

Simon looked at himself in the mirror. “Seems like I’m not.” He paused. “Hey, did we 
ever find out whose frisbee that was?”

Janelle laughed. “Oh my God. I don’t think we did.”

~

November 23, 2007

“Time travel?”

“Yes.”

She stared at him. “Time travel, Simon?”

“Look, I don’t blame you for not believing me, but I can. I do.”
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Janelle crossed her legs. Her jeans were looser than she wanted, but she knew Simon 
liked this pair. “I don’t –”

“Look, I don’t want to spend a lot of time on this, so I’m just going to prove it, okay?” 
He pointed to the clock wedged on her bookshelf. “One minute, OK? I want you to watch that 
clock for one minute. I’m going to disappear –”

“Simon –”

“Hear me out. I’m going to disappear and come back in one minute.”

~

May 21, 2009

“So today’s the day?”

Simon sat up in bed. The sheets dangled off him. They were new yesterday, and he 
knew how much Janelle loved going to sleep on new sheets. Now they were used. Wrinkled. 
The last night two lovers would spend together was finished. They’d loved and embraced, and 
fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Now, in daylight, the sheets weren’t pristine anymore. What 
was once new was now old. Something had happened. Janelle leaned over, one of her ivory 
arms across the front of his body, gently holding his far shoulder. “I don’t want you to go,” she 
said.

Simon reached up and held her hand. “I know,” he said, looking out at the closed blinds. 
If opened, they’d offer a spectacular view of Boston in the morning. “In a way it’s you that’s 
leaving, and not me,” he said.

She looked up at him. “In a way.”

~

November 23, 2007

“Disappear?” She was glad she wasn’t wearing her glasses. Raising her eyebrows had 
more emphasis this way, although she wondered what it would look like to tilt her head 
forward and look at him over her glasses. Then she figured Simon might think she looked like a 
sexy schoolteacher if she did that (and she had to admit kind of did; she’d given him that look 
before and knew the effect it had). “You’re going to travel through time?”

He pointed to the watch on his hand. “I’m going to leave and jump one minute ahead,” 
he pointed to the clock. “One minute, OK?”

“OK,” she said, wrinkling her eyebrows now. 



17

“This watch is going to be on me when I go, so when I come back it’ll be only one second 
ahead, because –”

“Because only one second will have passed for you while you’re gone.” She nodded. 
“Got it.”

“Got it?” he asked, walking over to the couch.

“I just said I did.” She looked at him as he sat next to her. “Time travel.”

“Yes.”

She looked over at the clock, sandwiched between her Harry Potter collection and her 
David Sedaris books. “One minute.”

“For you.” She looked back at him. His brown eyes were wide open. Intense. She gave a 
suspicious-pouty smile. He leaned in and kissed her. She kissed him back. 

It was difficult for her to process what happened next. He was gone. She was looking at 
him, and then he was gone. No sound, no slow fade; she was just looking at his brown eyes one 
moment, and then the next she was staring straight back at the pale blue wall behind her desk. 
It took her a few seconds to comprehend what had just happened. “Simon?” she asked, just 
making sure he hadn’t slipped away.

Maybe he did.

She ignored the thought, and looked at the clock on the shelf, trying to keep her 
heartbeat controlled.

The clock ticked.

~

July 14, 2005

“That was the best Bastille Day of my life.” 

Janelle wrapped her arms around Simon’s right arm. “You know my parents are great, 
and Alyssa’s Alyssa, but I can’t believe you won over Nick too.”

“Your brother? Ah,” he shrugged, smiling as they stepped down onto the subway 
platform. There were about eight other people on the grimy subway platform. The blue line on 
the Boston subway was among the dirtiest train lines Simon had ever encountered, but it was 
cool in the summer, especially at night. “Your brother was cool. Seventh-graders are all alike. 
Get to them through their video games, and you’ll be good.”

She turned her head to get a look down the tunnel. Her long blonde hair was combed 
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straight for the evening with the family. After six hours, four of which were spent outside at the 
cookout, it was a bit tangled. Strands of gold were messed or stretching out, stray, here and 
there. Simon looked at it like it was honey, like the hair sliding off her shoulder as she looked 
down the subway tunnel was one sweet dollop of honey moving with Janelle’s momentum as 
she said, “Yeah, I never realised you were so good at Halo 2.” 

“Ah, y’know,” Simon said, “played a lot of it when I was a kid.”

Janelle looked back at him. Simon was staring down the tunnel where she had just been 
looking. “Halo 2? It just came out. Alyssa and I pre-ordered it for his birthday last year.”

“Oh, yeah, yeah,” Simon didn’t look at her, but Janelle could feel his arm tense, pulling 
hers closer. “I meant, like, those types of games, y’know? Not that game, obviously.” Her blue-
grey eyes tried looking into his, but they were still focused on the tunnel. “Here’s our train.” 
Janelle looked back. The rest of the people began milling towards the edge of the platform as 
the howl of the train and the unblinking gaze of its headlight came closer and closer.

~

November 23, 2007

He appeared again in front of her, holding the watch. “One second,” he said. 

Janelle looked from him to the clock and back at him. “OK, this is weird.”

“Look, I know,” he said, “I really – I didn’t want to tell you, but …” He held her hand. It 
was soft. “I love you, Janelle.”

“I love you,” she said, not pulling away. “You seriously jumped through time?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

~

February 14, 2008

“There’s blood on them.”

“Hm?” Simon said, not looking over, he cradled his hand, walking towards the kitchen 
sink.

Janelle adjusted her glasses on her lightly freckled nose. “I can see blood on the 
wrapper,” she held the bouquet of roses lower, getting a better view of the dark stain on the 
purple paper wrapped around the flowers. She looked over to Simon, who was holding his 
hand under the water, scrubbing it with Janelle’s grapefruit-scented soap. “You just went, 
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didn’t you?”

Simon continued scrubbing.

“Simon?” she asked.

Scrubbing.

She forced the bouquet, bloodstained paper and all, into a glass vase. “You went, didn’t 
you?”

The water stopped. 

“Goddamnit, Simon –”

“They’re from the Rose Garden.” He turned around. “I went to the White House Rose 
Garden and I cut myself getting you a coup–”

“I don’t believe this,” she said, putting her hand on her forehead. She was wearing a 
Valentine-red turtleneck with a thick collar. “I’ve asked you not to –”

“Janelle, it was once. On –”

“You go to the bedroom to get me my gift from your bag,” she said, hand down. Her 
arms were straight at her side, and her shoulders tensed, making her collar look even bigger. 
“And you leave and come back from God-knows-when. Simon, you promised not to do it 
around me.”

“I –”

“Promised.” She stepped closer. “Have you been lying about anything else?”

“Janelle, I’d never –”

“You already did.” She looked back at the roses. 

“It’s Valentine’s Day,” Simon said, desperate now, “I don’t normally do it. It was just 
because it’s Valentine’s Day.”

“That’s why,” she said, wiping tears away. “You couldn’t even put it on hold for 
Valentine’s Day. You leave, and I don’t even know you’re gone.”

“Janelle.”

“You broke your promise,” she said. “I have to trust you.”

Silence. 

Two more tears.
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“Do you want me to leave?” Simon asked.

“Get out,” Janelle said. As Simon walked to her apartment door, she looked away, 
ashamed she was crying.

~

November 23, 2007

“I don’t know,” he let go of her and stood up. “I’ve tried figuring it out and I just can’t. I 
can’t.” He walked over to her bookshelf. She could tell from the back of his head that he was 
looking at the clock. “It’s been like this since I was born.” His slender shoulders heaved and 
sank. “I can control it, but there are limits.”

“Limits.”

He turned around. “Like … okay, I … time. People usually think of time in terms of 
days, minutes, hours … units of measurement, right?”

“OK.”

He quickly rubbed his chin. He looked good unshaven, but at the moment it only made 
him look crazier. “OK, but the thing is there’s only the now. There’s only the now. There’s only 
the immediate moment. Only the present.”

“Right,” Janelle said, not sure what exactly she was agreeing with.

“I walk to the edge of a cliff, and there’s a gap between one cliff and the next. There’s a 
space.” He made a chopping motion with his hands. “It ends, okay? But time’s not like that. 
Think about it. Seconds, minutes, hours, they’re units of measurements we came up with 
because humans needed a way to measure time, because there isn’t anything that naturally 
exists.”

“Day and night,” Janelle said. “The seasons.”

“Well yes, but those are, uh, physical change, I guess you could say.” He rubbed his 
forehead. “OK, there’s day and night, the cycle of seasons, as ways to measure time, but there’s 
no stop. Time never ends. No matter how far down you go there’s no break between seconds. 
It’s just constantly the present for us because as we … as we live and we grow we’re advancing 
through time.”

“We’re going forward.”

“Right.”

“Look,” she said “I … I mean … I know what time travel is. I’m moving forward in time, 
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so you’ve figured out …” she shook her head. “You were born able to go forwards or 
backwards in time.”

He rubbed his curly hair again. “Kinda. I mean you see time as forward, the future –”

“What hasn’t happened yet.”

“Right, and the past.” He was pointing in two different directions now. The window, 
ahead, the future. The door to the hallway, the past, what’s left behind. “I don’t see it the same 
way. It’s all the present for me.”

“Because you can go anywhere in time you want.”

He dropped his hands. His brown sweater made it look like his arms were pinned to his 
torso. “Not exactly.”

~

September 25, 2005

“So I have to ask you something.”

Simon poured the sauce over his chicken with cashews. The lettuce underneath the meat 
and nuts absorbed his homemade mixture of soy sauce and honey. “Sure,” he said, putting the 
bowl back. He’d given some to Janelle first, then poured it over his own. Now what was left 
was placed between them for dipping. Janelle was wearing a pink dress cut low enough so that 
even with her arms flat at her side Simon got a great view of her cleavage. Moving her arms or 
torso in any way only scrunched her chest together more and more. Alyssa had always been 
jealous of the shirt on her little sister and called it the stoplight dress. Men will stop and go based 
on whatever signal you give. They may wait, they may move, but they will stare, she liked to say.

Janelle skewered her first piece of chicken. The lettuce was soaking up the spare sauce. 
“This thing we have,” she asked, “is it serious?”

“Us?” Simon said, sipping his water.

“Mm,” Janelle replied, chewing her first bite. It was hot, but sweet. The soy sauce made 
it taste sour, but the honey made it delicious. “I like you, but we’ve been going out for, like, four 
months now, and I just want to know where we’re headed.” She rubbed another piece of 
chicken in the sauce collecting at the bottom of the plate. “I’m not asking for a ring or anything 
…” She looked up. Simon was looking over at her. “You’re not saying anything.”

“It’s serious,” he said. “I like you.”

“Goo–”
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“A lot.”

She smiled, feeling her cheeks blush just a little. “Good.” He opened his mouth like he 
was trying to keep talking. “You’ve got the boyfriend in the headlights look,” she said.

“It’s serious.”

“We covered that,” she said, adding some almonds to the chicken.

“I just …” She looked up. He was pulling the words out of his mouth. “… there’s a lot 
you don’t know about me.”

“Me too.” She wasn’t wearing her glasses tonight. She liked it.

“But, like …” he picked up his fork and put it down. “Like my apartment. You’ve never 
asked why I have such an expensive one.”

“You told me,” Janelle said, eating the chicken. The almond was delicious, just slightly 
soft from the cooking oil and sauce. “Your grandfather gave it to you. He’s out of town or 
something.”

“Yeah.” He shifted in his seat. “There’s more to it than that.”

She raised her blonde eyebrows. Her hair was styled and up. It would be nice during the 
winter, but when spring came it might be cooler to have it short. “Well, you work in computers. 
I assumed that helps out.” She rolled her eyes. “I know what happens when you assume, right? 
Alyssa never lets that one go.”

“No, it’s cool,” he said, looking at her. “People assume things all the time.”

~

November 23, 2007

“You can go through time, but not exactly.” She shook her head, standing up. “Simon, 
I’m really confused.”

“Look, wait, OK?” he walked over and held her arms. “Just wait.” She froze; her gaze 
had just a hint of an edge to it as he continued. “It’s tough to explain, but …” he held out his 
arms again, pointing to the window and the door. “If I could just move forward and backward 
in time, I could go wherever I wanted, right? Four thousand years in the future or back to 
ancient Rome, it doesn’t matter, because I can move through time …” he walked towards the 
window and back to the door, arms still outstretched. Janelle thought he looked like a 
scarecrow being pulled on a clothesline, “As far back or forward as I want, right?”

“Right,” she said. 
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He dropped his hands and pointed to Janelle. “Stand there,” he said, nodding to a spot 
about a foot in front of him. She stepped onto it, her leather boots lightly clunking on the floor. 
He took off his watch, and leaned back, placing it about a foot behind him. “Okay. That …” he 
pointed to the watch behind him, “represents how far back I can go. You represent how far 
forward in time I can go.” 

“You’re limited.”

“Yes,” he said, pivoting. “But here’s the thing. Within this limit, I can go anywhere. I’ve 
been all over the world. I’ve been all over the world at all the times I can go. When I was 
eighteen, I left for Japan.”

“Yeah, you told me,” she said, suddenly realizing everything Simon had ever said to her 
needed to be re-evaluated. 

“So I left on June 17, 2006.”

“You –”

“I was eighteen. The eighteen-year-old Simon left on June 17, 2006. I spent a year in Japan. 
I was a year older, but I didn’t have to come back on June 17, 2007. I can come back on 
December 1, 2005, and still be nineteen. I’ll have still aged a year.”

For the first time since moving into her apartment, Janelle could hear everything in it. 
The hum of the computer, the silent whirl of the refrigerator, the water in the pipes upstairs, 
everything.

Everything.

And none of it seemed to get through.

~

June 18, 2006

“The Once And Future King?”

“Yeah,” Simon said, walking through the bookshelves in the improvised library he’d set 
up in the penthouse. “What about it?”

“No, it’s a good choice for a favourite book,” Janelle looked at all the rows and columns 
of books. “So your grandfather collected all of these books?”

“Mm,” Simon said.

“Am I ever going to get to meet him?”
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Simon looked away for a second. “I have a feeling you will. He’s out a lot though.” He 
nudged her. “What’s your favourite book?”

“Hmmm …” She tapped her index finger to her jaw, exaggerating her thought process. 
Simon stared at her light blue nail polish. 

“I know being an editor and all you–”

“A Wrinkle in Time.”

He paused. “You’re serious?”

“Oh I love it. The Tesseract; Mrs. Who; IT; the Happy Medium; Meg and Charles. I love 
that book.”

“Janelle, I’ve got a first-edition book in here. I loved that book growing up.” He backed 
off, holding his hands out like he was ready to catch a basketball. “Wait here, I’ll go get it.” 

“Hurry,” she said, watching him skitter off. She perused the shelves in the penthouse 
library. Looking down low, she saw a tall book sticking out from the bottom shelf. She reached 
over to examine it; it looked newer than the other books. She heard him dragging a chair over to 
a shelf. Pulling the thin plastic hardcover book out of the shelf, she looked at it. 

King Phillip Middle School, Class of 2006.

Curious, she opened it up and began flipping through. “I got it,” Simon said, coming 
around the corner. “I can’t believe you loved this …” he trailed off.

She looked up from the yearbook, still flipping through the pages. “Wha–”

“Give me that.”

“I –” Simon reached out and grabbed the book from her. For just a second, her eyes 
rested on the photos on the yearbook. On a list of the eighth-grade class she saw a name next to 
the row of photos.

Simon Katz.

“Hey,” she said.

“You shouldn’t be looking at that,” he said, cradling the book.

“You don’t have to grab it from me.”

“You weren’t supposed to be –”

“I took a book off the bookshelf and you grab it from me?” He looked away. “Why are 
you so mad about this book?” Simon didn’t answer. “I can’t deal with this right now,” she said, 
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turning and walking away.

~

November 23, 2007

“How is this possible?”

“I don’t know,” Simon said, not moving from his spot in the timeline. “I have no idea. 
When I reach the end …” he walked over to Janelle, “… it’s like it resets. It sends me all the way 
back to the beginning.” He walked back to the watch. “I’ve tried it a thousand times. There’s 
something there,” he pointed to her boots, “and I can’t get by. I can’t.”

Janelle looked at him. “How old are you?”

“I’m not positive.” She squinted. “Honestly, Janelle. It’s kind of tough for me to keep 
track of. Years don’t matter much to me. I’m about twenty-seven. I age the same as everyone 
else, I can just age at different points. I was born on May 22, 2005.” He sighed, walking and 
making some vaguely spherical motions with his hands. “When we met, I said I was twenty-
four, and that was the truth as far as I know.”

“You’ve aged three years in two years.”

He swallowed. “Give or take.”

“This is so weird,” she said, stepping off the timeline. 

“I know.”

“How do you keep track of everything?” she asked, looking back. “Can’t you … I don’t 
know … do you … do you run into yourself?”

“I try not to, but it’s … I mean … I did it a lot when I was younger, and I’ll do it a lot 
when I’m older, but at this point in my life I try to just be as unobtrusive as possible.” 

“This is weird,” she looked at the couch and then back to him. “So let me get this 
straight: you can go anywhere you want in the world at any time as long as it’s between…?”

“May 22, 2005–”

“Your birthday.”

“Right.”

“And …?”

Janelle could see it in his eyes. He was recalling something painful. “May 21, 2009.” He 
looked at her. “That’s it.” He went back and picked up his watch. “After that I can’t go any 
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further.” He looked at his wrist as he put the watch back on. “You will.” He looked up at her. 
“And I won’t.”

~

December 25, 2008

“It’s weird,” Simon said, looking at the tree, “dressing up a tree for the birth of your 
saviour.”

“Oh stop,” Janelle said, digging through the presents. 

“Hey, I’m Jewish, I’m just saying for being so ‘pro-Jesus,’ you people seem to place the 
value on making a tree look pretty.”

Janelle looked back from the presents. “‘You people’?” Simon’s face quickly went from 
staring at the way she filled out the jeans as she bent over to looking in her eyes. He shrugged, 
smiling. Janelle pulled his present out of the pile. “Sounds weird when you say that.”

“Let’s compare sometime,” he said, picking up his bag as she sidled next to him. They 
kissed and exchanged gifts. Simon opened his first. “Wow,” he said, opening the small velvet 
box. There was a steel watch with a black face staring up at him. The wristband was steel and 
cold to the touch. “It’s beautiful,” he said, taking his old watch off. 

“You can take it wherever you go,” Janelle said. “Whenever.”

“I will,” he said, putting it on. “Open yours.”

“Okay,” she said, reaching into the giftbag. Her hand grasped something cool, round at 
the edge and flat in the middle. She pulled it out. “The sunrise,” she said. 

“Remember when we saw the sunset from Mount Washington …”

“… and then after Alyssa gave us the ride to the bottom, you wanted to go up to Maine 
and see the sunrise,” she said, looking at the photo of the two of them on a rocky shore, the sun 
rising behind them, a lighthouse off in the left-hand corner of the picture. “Lubec,” she said.

“Lubec, Maine, yeah. The easternmost point of the U.S.” He smiled, hugging her closer. 
The new watch pressed against her shoulder.

“We outran it,” she said. “We outran the sunrise. We drove all night.”

“Ten hours.”

“Ten hours,” she said. “But we made it.”

“We outran the sunrise.” They looked at each other. “Five months,” he said.
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“I’ll keep it forever,” she said, holding the picture. 

“I’ll never take it off,” he said, hugging her closer.

~

November 23, 2007

“Take me with you.”

“I can’t,” he said. “I can’t take anything living with me.” He shook his head as he 
walked over to her and sat on the couch. “I can take my clothes, the things I touch, but nothing 
with a mass greater than mine, and never anything alive.” He looked at her. 

There was a long pause. “We can’t stay together.”

He buried his face in his hands, then looked up. “I told you because … because I never 
told anyone else.” He looked at her. She held his head. “I love you.”

“I love you,” she said.

~

August 19, 2008

“Do you hate it?”

“No,” he said, ducking under a tree leaf. 

“Just like that? You don’t hate it?”

He shrugged. “Do you hate only going forward in time?”

“I don’t hate it, but there have been times in my life when I’ve wished I could go back or 
forward in time.”

He waved a mosquito away. “I guess I’ve had that too, but to be honest I think I got the 
better deal.”

“Yeah?” the twigs snapped under their feet as they continued to ascend Mount 
Monadnock. “I think it’d be boring.”

“Boring?” Simon lifted a branch for her as she ducked under. 

“Thanks. Yeah, like … I know every ‘day’ is new for you, and you get new experiences, 
but what about the future?”

“The future?” he asked. Both were breathing heavier than they would have liked. 

“Yeah.” She looked up at him, her stylishly battered baseball cap blocking the light. 
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“The unknown. Don’t you want to know what’s going to happen? It’s the same news for you 
day in and day out. Nothing new ever happens.”

He shrugged, stepping onto the peak. “Well Janelle, to be honest, I think that’s why I got 
the better end of the deal.”

“How?”

They stepped out onto the stone peak of Mount Monadnock. He spread his arms wide. 
“You move forward in time, and once a day is gone, it’s gone. Forever. Janelle, just open a 
newspaper. Any newspaper, any day,” he looked back at her. With his arms spread out, it 
looked like he was part of the skyline. “It’s filled, filled with stories. People’s lives. Now most 
people read one newspaper and move on. Read another newspaper. Read a third.” He jammed 
his index finger into his palm. “You’ll get three totally different perspectives on the same story. 
Think about that. Every moment, every incident, is the result of millions of circumstances 
coming into play for just that one moment in time.” He pointed at her. “Janelle, how many 
years of your life do you remember?”

“Years?”

“Years.”

She thought. “Maybe my senior year of high school?”

“Exactly. One. Now you’re twenty-six.”

“Yep.”

“So, basically, you have twenty-five years that you sort of experienced OK. I have four 
years that I love.” He twirled around, raising his arms again. “What’s better, Janelle: twenty-six 
acquaintances or five real friends?”

“Five real friends.”

“Think about it: remember your first kiss?”

“Yeah.”

“You can see it again and again. Look at it when you’re seventeen. Twenty-four. Sixty-
eight, it doesn’t matter.” He smiled. “You’ll pick up new things each time. Imagine being able to 
do that for anything in your life, or for anything that’s happened in the past five years.” He 
walked up to her. “You have to move on. Every day. You can’t think about things because 
something new is coming over the horizon all the time.” He held her hands. “I can stop. I can 
smell the roses. I can go back to anywhere anytime. I can go back and watch us holding hands 
here when I’m thirty.” She turned around, looking at the treeline they’d just come up through. 
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“But I’ll know you looked.”

~

May 21, 2009

The clock ticked.

“This is it.”

“I know.”

He held her chin. “You’ll move on.”

“I don’t want to. God,” she laughed. “I’ve broken up with three boyfriends before, and 
never one like this.”

“You never will again,” he said squeezing her hands. “You’ll find someone.”

“You should too,” she said. 

“I’ll be alright.” He squeezed deeper and kissed her again. Their mouths merged 
perfectly, a yin-yang of romance. “I need to get something.”

“What?” Janelle asked as he let go. “You’re leaving in – in four minutes.”

“I’ll be right back,” he went off into another room. She stood alone in the penthouse, 
looking around, wondering what would happen to it tomorrow.

“It’s yours,” a voice said from behind her. Janelle looked back. Standing by the window 
was an old man who hadn’t been there before. He had a cane in his hand, and wore a grey suit 
with a matching cap. “The papers are in the other room. I meant to tell you, but I forgot.” She 
looked at his brown eyes. His slender shoulders. The watch on his wrist.

That watch …

“Simon?” she whispered.

“It’s all yours. The penthouse. The money in my account. It’s yours. Use it.” He sighed. 
“It’ll go to waste if you don’t take it.” He held up his hand. It was shaking slightly. “I always 
promised myself I’d come and see you one last time,” he said. “I was happy …” he said. “… but 
there was never anyone else like you.” He closed his eyes and began rocking slightly. “I 
mangled the goodbye … I had to … but I had to come back one more time. I love you, Janelle.”

“I love you too, Simon,” she said.

“I love you too,” Simon’s voice came from the other room. He stepped back into the 
living room. Janelle was standing alone. “Everything OK?”
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“Yeah,” she said. 

“I think I figured something out.”

“What?”

He looked at her. “I’m awful at goodbyes.” He raised his hands. Something flat and 
white as in them. “I love you.”

“Simon, what’re you doi–”

“Almost time,” he said, looking at his watch. “One last gift.” He raised his arms. She 
looked at what was in his hands. 

A frisbee. 

“I love you Janelle.” He smiled sadly. 

“Sim–”

“Here,” he said, winding back with his hand. “Catch.” He brought the frisbee forward 
but vanished as Janelle went to catch it. 

The clock ticked.

“Simon?” she asked, but there was no answer. 

~

May 22, 2009

She stood in the apartment alone. Janelle sighed, walking over to the couch. The photo 
was at home, and she desperately wanted it, but at the moment it didn’t matter. 

Simon was gone, and it would be for good this time.

~

May 22, 2005

THUNK!

The two people stopped as the frisbee knocked into the bench between them both. Each 
stared at the frisbee, then back at the other. 

“Uh …” the guy said.

“Is it yours?” the girl asked.

“I was honestly just going to ask you the same thing,” he said, laughing and looking 
around. “I figured you might have a friend or something here.”
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“Uh, no,” she started looking around too. “I’m looking –”

“I don’t see anyone,” he laughed. “Uh, did anyone throw this?” A couple other people 
out on the Boston Public Garden shook their heads or shrugged. “Weird,” he said.

“I know,” the girl said. “Do you want it?” she asked.

“No,” he said, “do you?”

“No,” she said, looking at him. “I need to get going. I’m meeting my sister at North 
Station.”

“North Station?” He smiled. “That’s where I’m going.”

She crossed her arms, leaned on her right leg, and raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“No,” he admitted laughing. “I’m just trying to flirt with you.” She gave a smirk to let
him know she’d had him made from the beginning. He held out his hands. “Is it working?”

She squinted one eye. “Maybe.”

He grinned. “I’m Simon.”

She eased up on the smirking. “Janelle.”
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Dear Zombie
By Camille Alexa

Dear Zombie,

I know meeting my parents

the other night

was 

awkward.

I'm sorry.

My father's like that

with any guy I bring home: 

all where do you work and

what're your intentions and 

other blather and fatherly bluster.

He doesn't understand me at all,

but he does love his little girl.

It’s not all about brains, you know,

no matter how you do go on about them.
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The Gallows Wife
By Therese Arkenberg

“No!” Lady Rosemarie Blackmore cried. “I could never do something so … 
disgusting!”

“Then it’s Lord Rhoven for you,” the witchwoman cackled. 

Damn her, Angie always knew exactly what to say. Rosemarie went to the 
cottage window and inhaled the tangled sweet and bitter scents of the herbs growing in 
the box beneath it.

“No,” she said, more calmly. “The depths of hell are better than becoming Lord 
Rhoven’s wife.”

“You won’t need to worry about hell,” Angie said from her chair before the fire. 
“Merely a dead man’s teeth.”

A shudder latched onto Rosemarie’s heel and climbed up her spine to the base of 
her ink-black braid. “It’s gruesome,” she said. 

“It’s what’s needed. Unless you think you can escape Lord Rhoven’s hand any 
other way?”

The shudder crawled its way back down. “No. He’s … persistent.” And rich, 
which made her father persistent, and ugly and sorely ignorant of such chivalrous 
things as the meaning of flowers—like the bouquet of carnations she had given him 
yesterday. Striped carnations, which said clear as daylight, I’m sorry, but I refuse your 
love. She chose to break the news gently, hoping he wouldn’t be hurt. He wasn’t. In fact, 
he thanked her sweetly for the flowers and offered a bouquet of roses the next day!  
What was she to do under these circumstances?

She turned to face Angie, who was stirring something in the kettle over her fire. 
“All right,” Rosemarie said. “I’m desperate. You guarantee this spell or hex or such will 
get rid of him?”

“With certainty.”

She sighed. “Then I’ll get the teeth for you.”

~

They weren’t just any dead man’s teeth, though. They were teeth from a hanged 
man.

This requirement was grisly, but not difficult to meet. Plucking teeth from a 
corpse in a gibbet had to be easier than digging up a graveyard, especially for someone
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of Rosemarie’s constitution, and her father had ordered a thief hanged only the week 
before. He hung still in the courthouse square.

Dressed in a concealing cloak, Rosemarie slipped from the manor house a little 
after nightfall. The road to town wound through some harmless farming country, and, 
spurred by thoughts of Lord Rhoven’s skunk-stripe of gray hair and chipmunk-
pouched cheeks, her slipper-shod feet ate up the half mile.

The town of Blackmoor straddled a river between two hills. The river cut a 
narrow strip through what was otherwise, except for a small square, a solid mass of 
high-gabled roofs. From the yard before the courthouse, though, she could see the age-
silvered beams of the gallows poking up like unburied bones.

With the overhanging upper stories and gables cutting out the moonlight, 
Rosemarie was cast into darkness the moment she set foot in Blackmoor. That was 
good, she told herself; if she couldn’t see a thing then surely no one could notice her. 
She hurried through the streets, stepping around the rare puddles of light dripped by 
lanterns hanging over shop and tavern doors.

The courthouse, a great square stone building, was dark, but the warden’s 
cottage set before the prison across the yard had glowing windows. A shadow passed 
before one, and Rosemarie froze in the darkness, wondering if anyone inside could see 
her out in the courtyard. 

“Where is your charity, man?” A ragged woman’s voice rose from within the 
cottage.

“Subjugated to duty, madam,” Warden Bradford replied miserably. Rosemarie 
could hear him clearly; he must be the dark shape at the window. “I do have sympathy 
for you, but Lord Blackmore’s word is law, and his word is that your husband is to be 
kept hanging there until he decides otherwise or until Judgment Day. And I obey the 
law.”

“It’s shameful! My husband was a good man who made mistakes, a few poor 
choices—he doesn’t deserve this!”

“Please, madam, try to calm down. I know it is distressing, but Blackmore wishes 
to use your husband as an example. He …”

The voices faded as Bradford left the window, presumably to approach the 
widow, the better to offer comfort and try calming her.  Rosemarie waited to see if he 
would have any success and perhaps convince the woman to leave, but after she had 
counted even to two hundred, nothing materialised. She hoped the widow’s complaints 
would keep Bradford occupied while she dealt with the recently deceased husband.

Not quite recently enough, she thought as she drew near enough to smell him. 
Dead a week, in a June that had been unseasonably warm. 
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Faint moonlight dusted the courthouse square, and by it she could make out the 
gallows, and the dark shape hanging in the gibbet there. She crept closer, expecting at 
any moment to be stopped by Bradford’s nervous shout or a shrill attack from the
widow. It didn’t happen, though she heard their voices rise and fall from the warden’s 
cottage.

The smell grew stronger. Rosemarie wrinkled her nose and started breathing 
through her mouth, then considered the air she was inhaling and clamped her lips 
together. It wasn’t so bad, she told herself, only a little worse than Lord Rhoven after a 
hot day of enthusiastic jousting. And then she stood before the gibbet.

She looked up at the pale greenish, distended flesh, streaked on some places with 
thick clotted blood … but there, the shine of moonlight on bone! Wrong bone, she 
realised, located a little too high for teeth—actually, it was a cheekbone pecked bare. 

Rosemarie swallowed hard and wished that she, or the ravens, had eaten less 
that day.

The lower jaw hung, too loose, but at least that meant she didn’t have to stretch 
out her fingers as far to reach … to touch … to wriggle free a small handful of hanged 
man’s teeth.

She worked quickly, ignoring how easy it was to pull them out, ignoring the 
remains of handsomeness in the ravaged face, ignoring the smell, which was far worse 
than Lord Rhoven … but it was temporary, and marriage to Lord Rhoven would last for 
a lifetime. 

A glint caught her eye, something flashing in the moonlight on one of the hands. 
A death-black finger bore a slender silver ring, with a red gem in its centre. The gem 
was probably cut glass, the silver only a thin plating on brass, but it was a very pretty 
thing. She wondered if the hanged man had stolen it—or perhaps it was a gift from his 
wife?

It seemed a shame for it to be left there, to be snatched by a magpie or maybe 
some other gallows thief, or to be buried with the rest of him when her father finally 
had mercy. It would be wrong to let this, a mystery that hinted to the last of the
prisoner’s life, his humanity, to be lost. Looking at it, Rosemarie felt as if the ring were 
the thief’s record, his epitaph.

And it was so strangely beautiful. Glass and cheap metal, but perfectly made, 
perfect. With that last thought, Rosemarie reached up and gingerly pulled the ring from 
the death thief’s finger.

The metal was cool, but the band fit well on her middle finger—she knew she 
had thick hands, but reasoned to herself that a man who made his living with nimble 
fingers probably had more slender ones that most males.  In any event, Rosemarie had 
no time to admire the ring. With a glance at the windows of the warden’s cottage, she 
picked up her skirts and hurried through the streets, heading for home.
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She tried to ignore the way the teeth clinked in her pocket.

~

“You shouldn’t be so surprised,” Angie said. She sprinkled a greenish powder 
into the mortar and resumed pounding the mixture.  It was the same mortar Rosemarie 
had watched the witchwoman grind the dead man’s teeth in the week before. “There’s 
only one sure way to stop a marriage, and that’s to kill the groom—or the bride,” she 
added reflectively. “But I didn’t think you’d like that so much.”

“No.” Rosemarie hid another shiver. “I’m just … never mind.”

“Overcome by remorse?”

“Not at all,” she said, too stridently. “I just wish you’d warned me beforehand.”

“So you could have second thoughts and be forced to marry Rhoven after all?” 
Angie shook her cobweb-grey head. “You have to be a little more hard-hearted, girl, if 
you expect to get anywhere in life.”

Rosemarie slipped into the street outside the witchwoman’s cottage with a 
breath of relief—a breath that smelled to her unbelievably clean despite the 
omnipresent mud from the rain the night before. She started home and, as she passed 
the churchyard, had a thought to pray for the departed Lord Rhoven’s soul. She made 
no apologies, though—after all, it was Angie’s spell that killed him.

She prayed also for the dead man whose ring she now wore on her finger. The 
evening before, after receiving news of her fiancé’s death, she had been inspired to ask 
her father for mercy on the executed man. When she had crossed the courthouse square 
that morning, the gibbet was empty.

She soon passed through the town gates and entered the crowded streets of 
Blackmoor. It was market day, which, along with the fact that she was distracted by the 
urge to continue praying almost desperately for the peace of Lord Rhoven, explained 
how she didn’t notice the light cart barrelling towards her until she was almost run 
down.

Rosemarie was saved by a stranger who gripped her from behind with fingers 
like bands of iron and pulled her from harm’s way.

“Thank you,” she panted as breath returned to her.

“It was no trouble.”

“Still …” She turned to the man with a bright smile. It was impossible to see if 
the smile was returned, because her saviour wore a dull russet-coloured cloak that 
covered his face completely. His strong, slender fingers, Rosemarie noted, were encased 
in dark leather gloves, and for a panicked moment she wondered if he was a leper. But 
no, he wore no bells.
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“I owe you my gratitude,” she said. “I am Rosemarie Blackmore, daughter of the 
manor.” She pointed to the house on the hill above the town.

“I’m Marc. Just Marc.” His voice was rough and oddly accented, but he nodded 
as he spoke in a friendly way. “I’m a labourer’s son.”

“There’s no shame in that,” Rosemarie said generously.

“Not in being a labourer, no.” From the bend of his head, she realised he was 
looking at her ring. Rosemarie hid her hand in her skirt, suddenly nervous. Perhaps he 
was a pickpocket, waiting to snatch a rich bauble off the young Lady Blackmore.

But, pickpocket or not, he had just saved her. “Thank you, Marc,” she said with 
another sunny smile. As she started down the street again, this time careful of any carts, 
from the corner of her eye she saw him turn and fade into the crowd. Curious fellow, she 
thought, but I rather like him. She was almost ashamed of her suspicion.

~

That Sunday, keeping with the tradition the Blackmores had established with the 
first of the great market days, and partly to impress their modesty and piousness on the 
merchants visiting for the current market, Rosemarie and her father went to Mass at the 
lowly village church. As the crossed the oak-shaded yard, Rosemarie spotted a new 
grave.

“The thief you had me take down,” her father said, following her gaze.

When they emerged from the church after the service, a woman stood before the 
simple wooden marker, a scrawny scarecrow with red-rimmed eyes. She watched Lord 
Blackmore and Rosemarie pass.

“His widow,” Rosemarie whispered when they were out of hearing.

“Yes,” her father said. “Unpleasant woman—she was harassing Bradford before
… well, maybe she’ll be happy now.”

“Maybe,” Rosemarie agreed. 

After seeing the thief’s widow, Rosemarie couldn’t spend the Sunday afternoon 
in her usual quiet way. Too restless to sit at her window seat sewing, she instead left the 
manor for a brisk walk in the forest south of Blackmoor.

Making her way there, she thought she might want to be alone and think, but 
once she reached the quiet green space beneath the trees she realised she felt too uneasy 
to be alone and didn’t want to think—not of the poor widow, or what she had done to 
the poor widow’s husband, or what in turn she had caused to be done to poor Lord 
Rhoven …

She sat down on a fallen trunk, careless of what the rotting bark might do to her 
skirt, and wondered why she suddenly wanted to cry. Was she truly feeling guilt, or 
grief?
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Rosemarie was saved from her thoughts by the sound of someone moving 
through the undergrowth.

She looked up. “Oh—Marc!”

He nodded—almost a bow, not quite.  The edge of impertinence raised a blush to 
Rosemarie’s cheeks. Yet, as he neared her, she held out her hand to kiss as if he were a 
courtier, half expecting him to disdain it and half hoping, with the same part of her that 
had blushed at his earlier boldness, that he wouldn’t. 

He didn’t. The kiss was quick, perfunctory—she barely felt it. But afterward, he 
paused, gloved hand still holding hers. Her blush grew darker until she realised his 
eyes were fixed on her ring.

She wiggled the finger bearing it. “I just picked it up somewhere,” she said. “I 
think it’s paste or glass. But it’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Very beautiful,” he said. “It suits you.” As her face stained the same colour as 
the ring’s gem, he continued, “But I don’t believe it’s a fake. The silver is certainly 
true—there’s a little tarnish here—and the jewel doesn’t have the hollow shine of glass. 
It’s not a ruby, but I think it may be garnet.” He raised his head and, though she 
couldn’t see his eyes beneath the hood, she felt a spark when they met hers. “Very 
beautiful.”

She noticed again his strange accent, possibly foreign, that Rosemarie was too 
generous to call lisping—he didn’t seem to be the lisping type.

“Thank you,” she said. “And now might I ask what brought you out here, 
Marc?”

“I only meant to walk in the fresh air and forest.”

“What a coincidence.” She tightened the fingers of her ringed hand around his 
and smiled. “So did I.”

~

He promised to meet her the next Sunday in the same place, the woods beyond 
the church south of Blackmoor. Rosemarie squirmed her way through the week, trying 
to attend to her sewing and reading and language lessons, and trying above all to quell 
the blush that rose every time she thought of Sunday before anyone could see. The only 
things she did not rush distractedly through were her rounds of prayer beads every 
morning for Lord Rhoven’s soul, and her few trips to town.

She didn’t see Marc on any of them. Or perhaps, she thought with another blush 
and a stifled laugh, she saw without his hood and didn’t recognise him. She wondered 
why he always hid his face. Was he wanted, perhaps, by the law? Was he a foreign spy, 
which would explain the accent? Perhaps he was a noble soul banished from his native 
land by a despotic overlord. Or was he the king’s identical brother escaped from the 
dark prison where, common rumour had it, he languished in a silken mask?
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Each possibility was more exciting than the next.

Rosemarie walked briskly to the forest after Sunday Mass, barely suppressing 
the disrespectful urge to whistle as she passed through the churchyard. She found Marc 
waiting for her, sitting on the log where they had met before, and holding a spray of 
baby’s breath in his slender, gloved hands. Rosemarie’s heart soared. Though they grew 
commonly in the forests and fields around Blackmoor, in the language of flowers the 
little white blooms spoke of eternal love.

“For me?” she gasped. “Oh, thank you!”

“For no other.”She heard the smiled in Marc’s voice, so broad it likely threatened 
to split his face as hers did. Overcome, she threw her arms around him.

He started, and she realised first how bony he was. Not so surprising; he was a 
commoner, and weren’t they often starving? In any event, before she could worry 
further he had wrapped his arms around her, lovely lovely feeling, and all the more so 
because she had chosen him rather than having him forced upon her like Lord 
Rhoven…

Marc leaned his hooded face closer and with a fluttering heart Rosemarie 
realized he wanted to kiss her. She tilted her head back and let her eyes drop closed. 
She felt his shadow fall across her, and smelled him—not bloodlessly clean, like a lord, 
but rich, like earth—heard his breath, harsh in the excitement of the moment.

A rush of cool air blew across her face. Rosemarie shivered delightedly, then 
thought—cool air? What sort of man had cold breath?

She opened her eyes and made out, just barely, some of the features in the 
shadows of Marc’s hood.

She leapt back with a shriek.

“Rosemarie? What’s wrong?” Her body, ignorant, still thrilled at the sound of his 
voice, Marc’s voice, thought now she knew the reason for his lisping.

“Don’t you know?”

“Know what?”

“Oh, Marc … I, I think I want to love you … ” Until moments ago, she certainly 
had. “But … I can’t!”

He stepped forward, hand held out beseechingly, and her heart twisted with 
pity. But she couldn’t explain. Couldn’t tell a dead man he was dead. Couldn’t …

She remembered how eagerly she had wrapped her arms around that skeletal 
frame.

Rosemarie fled.
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A startled cry followed, but nothing more solid pursued her. She ran on, 
disregarding even a sharp stone somehow lodged in the heel of her slipper, until she 
reached the churchyard. Certainly he couldn’t come here, onto holy ground, she 
thought as she stopped to pant for breath.

The fresh grave caught her eye. Lying at its head, before the simple wooden 
market, were the remains of a bouquet of baby’s breath.

~

“… And I’m not certain what’s exactly happening or why, but it seems I’m being 
chased by a dead man, and there must be something, you’ve got to do something to 
help!”

“No need to scream, you’re standing right at my ear.” Angie used a pair of 
bronze tweezers to transfer a shrivelled black object from one tray to another. It 
twitched in the strong breeze blowing through the open windows.

Rosemarie resisted the urge to pull her hair or pound the table. “Don’t you 
understand? A hanged thief is courting me!”

The witchwoman put down her tweezers and looked steadily up at the girl. 
“Whatever it is, it’s something you got into on your own, and you’ll have to get out of it 
that way. If a corpse has love for you, it means his spirit is present, and spirits are things 
for the priests to deal with, not me.”

“I can’t go to the priest with this!”

“Then good luck to you.”

Rosemarie glanced into the pattern of the homespun on the witchwoman’s 
turned back until she realised Angie really didn’t intend to help her this time. Then all 
that was left to do was leave with as much dignity and as little evidence of fear as 
possible.

She did well enough, even avoiding screaming when she saw Marc leaning on a 
fence across the road, waiting.

“Rosemarie …” He extended one hand. She wondered suddenly where he had 
gotten the gloves from—the same source, she supposed, as the hood …

“Please,” she heard herself saying. “Please—I’m sorry, but—please, won’t you go 
away?”

“I …” His hand dropped, and the picture of dejection he formed tugged at her 
heart even as she remembered what he was. 

“I’m sorry. Is it … something I’ve done to you? Is that why you’re following 
me?”

“What?” His voice sounded surprised. “No, nothing like that, Rosemarie! What 
could you have done to me?”
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She swallowed, but didn’t dare ask the next question on her tongue—do you 
realise you’re dead?

“I’m following you,” he said, “because you’re my wife.”

“I … what?”

“You wear my ring.”

“Your …” She looked down at the garnet set in silver on her finger. “You … so
… is that it?” It came to her that if she had been born differently, among the 
superstitious poor or the country farmers, she might have been taught and warned 
against the dangers of stealing from the dead. Should she then blame her education?

As Marc stepped closer, raising his hand again, she realised she had no one to 
blame but herself.

“I’m sorry.” Rosemarie pulled off the ring and dropped it into his outstretched 
palm. “Marc, I’m not your wife. I can’t be. I … you already have a wife.”

“I do?”

“Yes. She’s a fine woman, a little bit older than me—worn-out looking, but that 
must mean she’s a hard worker. And she loves you, Marc. Every day I see her putting 
flowers on your grave.”

“My grave?”

She gasped and clapped a hand to her mouth. “I mean—”

“Yes.” Marc sighed, a sound of deep satisfaction. “My grave. Of course.”

With another sigh, deep, eager, tired, he leaned into the rising wind and 
crumbled into many streams of dust.

Rosemarie watched, hand still clapped to her mouth. She smelled again that 
scent she had thought of as Marc’s—deep, rich, earthy. It made her think of the way his 
arms felt around her—and she knew that those arms, that embrace, all of it was gone 
from the world forever. She had been his last love.

Tears rose in her eyes and, as they fell, they lay the dust on the road.

~

She saw Marc’s widow again when she went to the churchyard. The woman 
stood over his grave, back straight and hands clutching a bundle of baby’s breath as if 
she couldn’t bear to let go.

“Good morning, goodwife,” Rosemarie said.

She looked up, red-rimmed eyes wide with surprise. “My lady—”
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“No, don’t curtsey to me. If we can’t be equals here, where can we be?” 
Rosemarie gestured to the headstones around the yard. Anyway, as she had said to 
Marc, there was no shame in being the child of labourers.

His widow looked back down at his grave. “It’s true he was a thief, my lady. 
Was even branded for it, once, on another lord’s holding. When we came here he swore 
he’d start anew. Always did, everyplace. He was so ashamed of what he was … and yet
… he couldn’t stop.” She brushed back tears. “It was what the priest calls avarice—he 
always wanted more money. He wanted to support me finer than I was supposed to 
be.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Rosemarie said. “He may not have been honest, but it 
sounds like he was a very loving man.”

“The best at love,” his widow agreed. She let the bouquet drop, and as she did, 
Rosemarie caught sight of the garnet ring on her finger.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” the woman said, following her gaze. “This one was come by 
honestly—my father gave it to him before our marriage. It’s been in the family for years, 
but now I suppose I’ll sell it soon. If you really like it …”

Of course, she wouldn’t think to explain to a highborn lady how the ring came to 
her a week after he husband was buried. Rosemarie herself might never know the 
details—she knew only that when Marc’s hooded form had vanished, the ring had 
vanished with him. Now it reappeared.

She pulled a handful of coins from her purse and pressed them into the woman’s 
hand. “I wouldn’t take a family heirloom,” she said. “But take this. Perhaps … there is 
often work for maids, cooks, seamstresses at the manor.”

“Thank you, my lady.” The woman folded her fingers around the coins and 
curtseyed. This time Rosemarie did not restrain her.

Afterwards, she went to a different part of the churchyard and waited there until 
Marc’s widow departed. Then she returned and placed on his grave, beside the baby’s 
breath, a bouquet of striped carnations.

Love eternal and love gently refused lay beside each other, petals gently ruffling 
in the breeze. Rosemarie went inside the chapel.

There she knelt and said a prayer of thanks for what was, she was certain, the 
release of Marc’s soul to heaven or at least the beginning of his journey there. She asked 
that Lord Rhoven might have the same. And, she added, if it wasn’t too much to ask, if 
there was a bachelor of her station or a little above, if necessary to please her father, if 
he was mostly honest, all caring, and even the slightest bit handsome—and after a 
moment she thought to add ‘young’ and ‘alive’ to her qualifications, just in case—she 
wouldn’t mind considering another suitor.
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Moon Maiden’s Mirror
By Joyce Chng

He raised the paintbrush and drew definite strokes 
on his eyebrows, the reflection in the mirror doing the 
same. Stroke. Black arches, feminine and coquettish. 
Under the light of the lamp, he was transforming into a 
beautiful maiden. A moon maiden, illuminated by the 
false gas-lamp moon above his head. Then came the 
rouge brush and his cheeks become cherry-blossom 
pink, the colour of a young innocent woman’s. 

The bright red lip paint came last, lovingly 
applied, reinforcing, enhancing. At last, the moon maiden was almost ready – she needed her 
white wings and her diadem. She donned them gracefully, looked at the mirror again, and 
smiled. The stage would be her moon, her sky. 

Henry picked the rest of his props up: a porcelain bowl filled with soap water and a wand. 
The moon maiden would create magic with it and charm the audience. With the audience’s 
applause, she would take flight.

~

Madame La Rue was a formidable woman. Solid as a barge, topped with brassy coiffed 
hair, her face a determined tilt, she terrorised all her apprentices. Ever as fashionable as any 
Parisian lady of the day, she always dressed in the newest fashion trend and rouged herself 
faithfully. Today, as she gave her lecture about comportment, she was in frilly black lace and a 
tight corset, her bosom a deep cleavage and a-draped with her garnet necklace, gleaming blood-
red under the lamps.

“You must walk like a lady.” Her voice was a deep contralto that frequently mesmerised 
the patrons of her salon. “Chest forward, do not slough – Henri, you walk like a gorilla!” 

The boy named Henri straightened hurriedly and walked as Madame La Rue had 
directed. He was new to Paris, his face a stranger’s face and his size a stranger’s build. Ironclad 
ships had brought him here, through heaving oceans where he lost his meals over the railings 
and felt like he was dying. Steam trains carried him to unfriendly stations, and he had walked 
through unfamiliar streets to Madame La Rue’s House. 

He gave his name as Henry, or Henri, as pronounced by Madam La Rue. His old name 
remained in China. Foo H-si was his given name by his parents and his grandparents, thrice 
blessed on the family altar and discarded the moment he boarded the Diana. 
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He knew his face was different. His body was different. When he wore the dresses, he 
found them difficult. When he tried to walk like a Parisian lady, he found it difficult, because 
Chinese women did not walk like them, unless they all walked on bound feet, mincing away 
with tiny steps. Paris prided herself as a cosmopolitan city, with many races and kinds of 
people converging on the grand old dame. Still, though, his public appearances – in dapper coat 
and tailed pants – drew curious looks. He was a fashionable dandy and his face was different. 

In Madame La Rue’s House, he wore another face. The face he felt most comfortable with. 
He did not think he would want to give a name to that face, because it was his, and his alone.

“Henri!” Madame La Rue was not known to screech but when she did, all the apprentices 
listened. He certainly did, his reverie broken.

More walking classes. More social etiquette lessons. Madame La Rue’s girls – as she 
proudly asserted – were graceful, dignified, and educated. Oh, she made them study. He 
excelled in sciences, especially when it came to nautical navigation, brought strongly home and 
crafted into his being during the arduous ocean trip. He tried his best at calligraphy, and loved 
the classics. Of the magnificent library Madame La Rue had so painstakingly collected and 
arranged (she had a whole army of servants to help her), he loved the story of Silence the most, 
the tale of a female who became a knight. 

After the lessons and classes, Henry liked to read the broadsheets and papers, marvelling 
at the new inventions and discoveries made almost every day. Inventors were creating 
automatons, clockwork engines – things he wanted to see back home. He luxuriated in the 
warmth of the study, feeling comfortable for once in his lifetime. But his thoughts always 
turned to home.

~

Madame La Rue loved to sing in her salon and her performances drew crowds, mainly 
men and younger gentlemen. Sometimes, she would joke with them, her repartee always 
tasteful but laced with a tinge of bawd, and flirt with the older men who laughed and tried to 
tip her. She would bristle, as always, and state that her House was not a burlesque house, her 
girls not street girls who walked under the gas lights.

Henri tried to sing but even Madame La Rue gave up and tried to be kind by telling 
himself to find his own style, his own voice. His own voice was that of a lady from traditional 
Chinese opera, and he cultivated it.

There was also dancing, because Madame La Rue loved to dance. There was raq, there 
was classical Indian dance. But she would not tolerate the dance of the nautch girls in her 
ballroom and salon space. For Henri, she invited a gifted classical Indian dancer, to teach him. 
He quietly accepted the offer and learned the steps, the movements of the hands and the eyes –
oh so familiar and resonant in him, just like Chinese opera where the maiden spoke with her 
eyes and her hands. 
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And as training, all the apprentices had to don female dress and mingle around the salon
patrons. There should be intelligent conversation and thoughtful laughter. No scandalous 
behaviour or Madame La Rue would bring out the (very rare) switch and flail theatrically at the 
errant apprentice. But the point was made: she would not tolerate promiscuous acts in her 
House. 

Henri wore an uncomfortable blue gown, designed to give it some flounce, especially at 
the back of the gown, where the buttocks were. It was supposed to make him vivacious. His 
face was rouged like a lady’s, his hair a lush but fake wig made from real cast-off brown hair, 
brushed to perfection. His face had beautiful cheekbones, “like a girl’s” (so the bullies in his 
village would sneer), and the eye make-up brought out the tragic serenity in his eyes. 

The first person he met was a dwarf with elongated eyes and Asiatic features with a thick 
bushy beard covering half of his face. This gentleman had an expensive-looking brocade vest 
and tweed pants, of course made to his size and taste. He smoked a pipe that smelled oddly of 
the desert – acrid, sandy, and oddly alluring. The moment he spoke, Henry knew he was from 
China, or better still, Mongolia. He introduced himself as Bear’s Claw, his own Mongolian name 
strange and musical. Something like Baghabaghai Sabar. Like his namesake, he sat on the settee, 
a brown bear comfortable in his den. 

“Far from home,” the dwarf said astutely and Henry cast his eyes down, demurely, as he 
was taught. A maiden’s response to a gentleman suitor’s question.

“Yes.”

“Your dress does not suit you,” the man said, and his eyes held sympathy. “You are in 
Paris but your heart is elsewhere.”

“You presume to know me well, sir.” Henry felt on the defensive, though the man was 
awfully correct, so awfully correct.

Bear’s Claw smiled sadly. “Finish your training with la madame. And then, if you so desire, 
you can join us.” He gave him a small card, embroidered with gold and elegant calligraphy. “I 
am part of this – team of discerning individuals.”

He kissed Henry’s hand, gently, feather-light, bowed, and left to mingle with a slightly 
tipsy apprentice and a chuckling Moorish gentleman. 

~

One day, Henry decided to dress himself as a moon maiden, a full hua dan in a long white 
graceful gown with full headdress. He brushed his face with the pink rouge and lined his eyes
with the dark ink. The Parisian styles, though essentially beautiful and fashionable, were not his 
own. 
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He had discovered the art of bubble blowing, after watching a woman perform at 
Madame La Rue’s. Lady Sophia was gifted, able to create shapes and orbs of various shapes and 
even colours. She charmed everyone in the audience. It took Henry’s breath away.

Ah, bubble blowing. So beautiful, like the dew in the morning, so ephemeral and 
transient. Henri liked it and added it into his repertoire, weaving it into his personal myths.

Garbed as a moon maiden, wistfully yearning for the moon, he began to move, just as he 
had observed and learned from the street opera singers. His voice was a soft soprano, singing of 
longing, of home. His hands moved. She was dancing. She was describing her sadness. Missing 
home, missing home. Her eyes darted, moved from side to side. A side glance, a gaze, a 
tentative smile. Bubbles swirling around her, like the breeze given form. So, intent on his dance, 
he did not notice the figure watching him. It was the polite cough that woke him from the 
trance.

He wheeled around, spilling soap water, his diadem whipping about. The cough belonged 
to a portly gentleman, dressed in simple brown coat and pants. It took him a while to recognise 
Madame La Rue, out of his costume this early in the day.

“You are a stubborn young one,” La Rue’s natural voice was a bass. He was smiling,
though, when he said the words. “But feisty, because you insisted your way. The other 
apprentices – oui, soft! Mush! There is steel inside you but – but you still need a lot of practice to 
pull it off.”

Henri found the courage to smile back. “Thank you, Madame.”

La Rue clapped his hands sharply. “Chop chop, back to practice!” And he ambled his way 
to his own room where he would become the formidable Madame La Rue.

~

The audience was already waiting for his appearance when he glided onto the stage, a 
moon maiden in youthful blossom. He began to dance with his eyes, his hands, his voice, 
crafting a trail of rainbow-tinged bubbles like a veil, a barrier. 

Somewhere in the audience, avidly lapping the performance, was Bear’s Claw, his eyes 
shining with pride and something else. The moon maiden caught that look; her heart leapt. 

Beside Bear’s Claw sat another woman, a Chinese woman, with stylishly coiffed hair 
topped with a cluster of real jasmine flowers and garbed in a gracefully simple yellow gown. 
She was holding the programme sheet in one gloved hand, a yellow parasol with the other. And 
watching her, the moon maiden, with an intense look on her face and a warm smile. She must 
be the lady Bear’s Claw had been talking about. The lady-captain. She would hold answers to all 
his questions.

The moon maiden danced, singing and floating within her bubbles. The moon was beyond 
the stage, and she was going to chase it down.
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Lost or Forgotten
By Janni Lee Simner

Long ago, before the trees could speak, before the winds were fixed to the corners of the earth, a 
unicorn loved a maiden.

He came to her, as she sat by his pool in the forest, and he laid his head in her lap. She stroked his 
silver mane, looked into his silver eyes, and knew that she loved him as well. 

Yet he was an immortal unicorn, and she a mortal child.

~

Not so long ago, a young man loved a young woman. 

He came to her, at the university they attended, beside the lake where she studied, and 
he rested his head in her lap. She ran her fingers through his unruly hair, looked down into his 
brown eyes, and she, too, fell in love.

Because they were both mortal children, they lay together that very night, and many 
nights after. When she conceived, halfway through their final semester, they decided to marry. 
The day after graduation they spoke their vows with joy beside the lake, while the winds blew 
warm from their fixed places and the trees whispered their names, in voices no mortal could 
hear.

~

The unicorn left the maiden and ran through the forest, chasing the winds. Each breeze he 
caught said the same thing: “You must run further still. Another has the answer you seek.” At 
last he stood at the very edge of the world, where the furthermost wind told him, “There is a way. 
Do you truly wish to take it?”

With a single nod of his head, a single glint of sunlight reflecting off his horn, the unicorn said, “I 
truly do.”

~

The young woman bore twin girls, with silver hair that shimmered beneath the hospital 
lights and silver eyes that stared wide at the world. As the young man held them, he felt a 
shiver of fear beneath his joy. Yet still he named them, as he and his wife had decided: the older 
Sara, for her recently buried grandmother; the younger Amelia, for the sister he’d lost long ago.

~

The unicorn returned to the maiden, wearing a young man’s form. Yet still the maiden knew 
him. “I would always know you,” she said, for in those days knowing was not yet bound to any one name, 
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any one shape. She drew the unicorn close and they lay together, amid the silent trees. When the dawn 
broke, she was no longer a maiden.

When the dawn broke, he was no longer an immortal beast.

~

The young man’s daughters grew swiftly. Amelia turned into a smiling, dreaming girl, 
forever gazing out windows. She heard the trees whispering to one another, and while she 
didn’t understand their words, the joy behind them was clear. She told her mother, and her 
mother nodded, encouraging without understanding.

Sara turned into a scowling, angry girl, forever slamming windows shut. She too heard 
the trees, but when she told her father, fear flashed across his features, and Sara grew frightened 
as well.

As the girls moved through the years, the young man’s fear only deepened.

~

The unicorn had known the price he would pay, and accepted it.

But the woman had not known and did not accept. She loved the unicorn still, but now her love 
was darkened by grief. That grief never left her, not even when she bore first a son, then a daughter. As 
the years passed, she watched lines deepen the unicorn’s face, watched his silver hair fade to gray, and she 
knew all those years were nothing, beside what the unicorn had lost.

“Do not grieve,” the unicorn said. He only found his wife more beautiful with the changes of each 
year. “Nothing is ever forgotten. Nothing is truly lost.”

“That may be comfort to a unicorn,” the woman said, “but not to a mortal child.”

~

The year she turned sixteen, Amelia stole out in the night. She waited shivering beneath 
the trees, at the edge between forest and town, for a boy who didn’t show.

As she waited the trees whispered, “Nothing is ever forgotten. Nothing is truly lost.”
For the first time, Amelia understood their words. She laughed with joy, all thoughts of the boy 
gone. From the corners of the earth the winds reached out, tugging at her ankles, urging her to 
run. Amelia lifted a foot, feeling as if she were balanced between earth and air, light enough to 
fly away.

A hand gripped her shoulder, pushing her down. 

“What are you doing?” Sara demanded.

“Nothing,” Amelia lied, as the wind died and the trees fell silent.

“Good. Let’s go home.”

Amelia heard the fear in her sister’s words, and because she loved her sister –because 
she didn’t want to frighten her sister – she followed Sara away.

Back in their room, Sara shut all the windows, drew all the shades, turned her music so 
loud Amelia couldn’t hear the trees.
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Sara relaxed a little then, for with the windows closed and the music on, she couldn’t 
hear them, either.

~

“Our daughters will run with the wind,” the unicorn said. “Our sons will pass the blood on to 
their children. Our children will carry the gift of our love for all time.” But still the woman felt no 
comfort, not then and not when the unicorn died, only a season later.

His son and his daughter went out to bury him. In the forest, as they dug into the earth, the trees 
found voices and softly, so softly, called to the unicorn’s children. The son didn’t hear, and continued his 
digging.

But the daughter heard, and halted. She looked to her brother, saw grief in his brown eyes; 
thought of her mother and saw the same. So she heeded the calls of the trees, trading grief for joy, 
laughing as she flew with the winds, deep into the forest.

Her brother cried after her, but she didn’t answer. He buried his father alone, returned to his 
mother, and together they bore a double grief. 

~

Sara kept the windows shut, but she couldn’t keep her sister home. Night after night 
Amelia crept off to dance with the wind, to listen to the trees. Alone with her fear and her 
silence, Sara waited, wondering each night whether her sister would return.

Her father waited as well, remembering another child, years ago, and the fights she had 
had with her parents. He said nothing to his daughters; he would spare them the anger and 
bitterness the fighting had caused, if he could spare them nothing else.

His wife knew nothing of the danger; she slept peacefully beside him, dreaming 
untroubled dreams.

Amelia knew nothing of the danger, so when she returned home, her dreams were 
untroubled as well.

~

After a time the woman’s son married, and his wife came to live with them. Grandsons followed, 
one child after another, and in them the woman found, not an end to grief, but a means to set grief aside, 
for a time.

But her last grandchild was a girl. The woman knew the danger, and strove to keep the child from 
the wind and the trees. Instead she taught her cooking, and weaving, and other household tasks.

The girl fought with her grandmother, who wouldn’t let her outside alone.

She fought with her father, who arranged her marriage not out of love, but because he was certain 
once she was married – once she was a woman – she would be safe.

The wedding was outdoors, and a spring storm blew in halfway through. The girl felt the wind, 
dancing over her skin. She heard the trees, whose voices she’d been kept from all her life. 

She made her decision in an instant. She followed the wind and was gone, leaving her puzzled 
groom at the altar alone. 

This was one grief too many for the woman, who took to her bed and stayed there, her back turned 
to the window and the trees.
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~

One night while Amelia was out, a spring storm blew in.

Sara’s music couldn’t cover the sound of wind through the trees. She hid beneath the 
covers, but then she heard shattering glass, wind crashing through a window.

“Amelia,” she whispered, making her decision in an instant. She cast the blankets aside 
and ran for the forest, ignoring the rain, calling her sister’s name, fearing that if she didn’t bring 
Amelia back, no one would.

She found Amelia at the edge between forest and town, running hard for home. Sara 
grabbed her, held her. “I thought I’d lost you,” she said.

“Nothing is ever lost or forgotten,” Amelia answered. The sisters held each other in 
silence, while the rain stopped and the winds slowed their blowing through the trees.

“Amelia,” the trees whispered. “Sara.”

The call was too strong to ignore. Sara turned toward the woods, frightened, eager. 
Amelia took her hand.

Together they ran through the forest, dancing with the wind, listening to the trees. 
Together they ran, through all the stormy night.

But when morning came, only one of them returned. 

~

The woman died late that spring, with her son and her grandsons beside her. The sky was clear 
the day they buried her, the wind soft. If the trees mourned, no one heard.

The son carried his grief from the grave with him, knowing his sons would carry it in turn. 
Nothing would ever be lost or forgotten.

~

When the man saw his daughter return alone, he drew her close. “Amelia,” he said.

Amelia bowed her head, tears falling against his chest. “I couldn’t hold her. I couldn’t 
bring her home.”

The man knew grief then, but he also knew joy. “I feared,” he said, “that I would lose 
you both.”

He told his daughter everything then, and his wife as well: about the sister who’d left 
his family long ago; about other daughters, lost to other generations, since a time before the 
trees could speak, before the winds were fixed to the corners of the earth.

Amelia heard it all, and she understood at last. She continued to run through the forest, 
sometimes for the joy of running, sometimes to call for her sister and unknown aunt. The trees 
whispered their names back to her, but revealed nothing more.

Her father’s fear diminished each night Amelia returned, until he understood as well.

In time Amelia fell in love, and married, and bore sons and daughters of her own. She 
told her children all her father had told her, so that they would know his grief, and hers.
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But she also took them with her, when she ran on windy nights, so that they would 
know her joy: her daughters by hearing the voices of the trees, her sons by understanding the 
voices their own daughters would one day hear. 

And she knew that nothing is ever lost or forgotten.
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