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BY Frances Button | EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

The Unexpected

   ‘The Unexpected’ happened to be a very topical theme for February, as our issue was unfortunately 
delayed by circumstances beyond our control. A member of our team had their house burgled 
during the editing stages of our Opening Line schedule and, as such, was obviously unable to 
complete their work. It was an unpleasant surprise... but not all unexpected events are negative.

   With Valentine’s Day just gone by, many of my friends and family were pleasantly surprised by 
tokens and gifts from their loved ones. A member of our team recently celebrated a birthday 
and was delighted by the unexpected arrival of a friend she’d been told was too busy to visit. 

The unexpected happens every day, in reality, in books, in films: everywhere.

Read on for some interesting tales. They might surprise you.



The Opening Line Literary ‘Zine

4

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 
- T

he
 U

ne
xp

ec
te

d

CONTENTS

FEATURED

The Unexpected: An Introduction by Frances Button pg 3
Facing the Unexpected: Character Hot Seating by K.F. Goodacre pg 5
Baker’s Dozen: Fancy a Twist? by Dee Baker pg 8

SHORT STORIES

The Locked Woman by Sean Benham pg 10
Keeping Score by Janet Peterson pg 15
The Arrowhead by William Watkins pg 16
Defending the Valley by David Nees pg 20

POETRY

Without a Sign by Brenda Beas pg 25
Child Artist by John Sweeder pg 26

EXTRAS

Our next issue: WOMEN pg 27



FEATURED ARTICLE

5

February 2015 - The U
nexpected

Facing the Unexpected
Character Hot Seat Development

BY K.F. Goodacre | FEATURE WRITER

   Character development is a difficulty that most 
writers face, if not all. It is a flaw readers look out 
for, and the fear of creating a lamented ‘Mary Sue’ 
can make a writer’s struggle significantly worse.

  Personally, I find it a particular weakness in 
my own writing. Plot and action seem to come 
naturally to me, whereas the creation of realistic, 
engaging characters is something at which I have 
to continually work. For my writing partner, 
S.E. Berrow, the exact opposite problem is true: 
characters appear almost fully formed in her head, 
but developing a compelling plot is not as easy. I 
like to think this is why we work well as writing 
partners; we are the Yin and Yang of common 
author struggles. We share our tricks of the trade, 
offer advice, and challenge each other to do better.

One such trick I find useful when developing 
characters is a theatre practice called ‘Hot Seating’. 
In the theatre, this device is used to ‘get inside the 
head’ of the character you’ll be portraying: you 
sit in the centre of your company, and they fire 
quick questions at you that you must answer as 
your character, as quickly as possible. This allows 
an ‘instinctive’ feel for the character to bloom. 
For obvious reasons, this practice is helpful when 
getting to know new characters in writing.

Why hot Seat?

There are a plethora of character development 
quizzes on the Internet that are more convenient 
to use, especially for the lone writer. The downside 
is that most ask the same kind of thing: height, 
build, age, hair colour, greatest weakness greatest 
strength. Although sometimes incredibly helpful 
as a starting point, these quizzes tend to be 
superficial, which I can’t help but think results in 
superficial characters. I like to think of them as a 
job interview: you know the standard questions 

you’ll be asked and you know what to say to get the 
result you want. At the end of the interview, your 
future boss (or reader) has the best impression of 
you, but hasn’t yet seen how you perform, or what 
you’re like under pressure.

If character quizzes are job interviews, Hot Seating 
is an FBI interrogation (or, if your partner is nicer 
than mine, a glass of wine and a drunken confession 
to your best friend on a Friday night after you’ve 
been dumped). The character you display is raw 
and real, and you might find out things that 
surprise you. Hot Seating doesn’t give you time 
to think through your answers. It’s instinctive, it’s 
real: you either know this character already or by 
the end of it, you will.

hoW to hot Seat

The one downside to Hot Seating is that it requires 
two or more people in order to be effective. I’m 
fortunate to have a writing partner but I’m aware 
this is not true of many writers. The good thing 
about Hot Seating is that your partner does not 
need to be a fellow writer. Grab a willing friend 
or family member, or even an Internet buddy 
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(although I would advise Instant Messaging/Skype 
instead of email for best results) and give it a try.

Surprising things can be found out during a Hot 
Seat session and some answers can be completely 
ridiculous and out of character, in the effort to give 
any answer in the given time frame. This is by no 
means a failed result - exactly the opposite! The 
fact that you recognise your answer as being out 
of character means you have discovered something 
about your character that you may not have known 
before: you know how they would not react to a 
situation. 

The idea of character development is research. 
As such, notes should be taken after any Hot 
Seat session, in case you forget something you’ve 
discovered mid-session. The best thing to do in the 
case of face-to-face Hot Seats is to record them, 
whether by voice or video, to look at another time. 
This way, if you get caught up in the madness of 
answering the questions, you won’t forget what 
you’ve said. 

What to aSk?

In Step 4, I mentioned that a Hot Seat partner 
should have 20-30 questions prepared. This is, 
perhaps, the trickiest part of the exercise. A few 
basic questions (3-5) are recommended to help the 
Hot Seater get into the character’s frame of mind, 
but the rest of the questions should be a bit more 

‘outside the box’. The questions can range over 
topics: personal preferences, past history, hopes 
for the future, situational reactions; all questions 
should be asked directly and answered in the first 
person. 

For example: 
“What is your favourite food?” 

“BBQ Spare Ribs.” 

not 

“What is your main character’s favourite food?” 
“She likes ribs.”

Ad-libbing questions can be a good habit to get into 
if Hot Seating is something you want to implement 
more than once for your characters’ development. 
Sometimes, a planned question becomes irrelevant 
or might seem stale, so if a fresher approach is 
available, I recommend it. For those who are just 
starting out, however, the thirty questions should 
probably be prepared beforehand. I have included 

Step 1: Secure your partner. 

Step 2: Get into your character’s frame of mind.

Step 3: Set a 2 minute timer.

Step 4:  Your partner should ideally have 20-30 
questions prepared. Obviously, if there is 
more than one person asking questions, 
these should be split between them. The 
idea is to have enough questions that you 
have little to no time to think of answers. 
You should have no prior knowledge of 
these questions.

Step 5: Hot Seat!
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a list of example questions I’ve been asked from 
previous Hot Seating sessions, to give you an idea 
of how it can play out.

1. How old are you/when were you born?
2. Where were you born?
3. What’s your favourite food?
4. Are you allergic to anything?
5. Cats or dogs (preference)?
6. Why? (repeated at will to further development)
7. What has been the best day of your life so far?
8. And the worst?
9. Do you have any habits you’re ashamed of?
10. What would make you kill someone?
11. Have you ever smoked/taken drugs?
12. What would you do if I poked you in the eye 

right now?
13. Would you ever wear trainers without socks?
14. Who is your best friend?
15. Where did you and your best friend meet?
16. Will you wear this pink dress?
17. Who is your favourite superhero?
18. What are you most afraid of? 
19. Are you romantic?
20. Do you bite sellotape or cut it with scissors?
21. How often do you clean your teeth a day?
22. Do you pick your nose?
23. If you could have one job, what would it be?
24. Would you swim with sharks?
25. Would you go into space?
26. You sneeze into your hand in public and don’t 

have a tissue. What do you do?
27. Your mother/brother/sister falls over. What do 

you do?
28. Do you dunk biscuits in your tea?
 

29. Do you believe in love at first sight?
30. Have you ever stolen anything?

These examples are for an adult character living 
in the modern age. Obviously, when preparing 
for a Hot Seat session, it may be useful to give 
your partner a short bio of the character you want 
questioned, so they can tailor what they ask you. 
If you’re writing historical fiction, the modern 
questions won’t apply. If you’re asking questions of 
a child character, some of the adult questions may 
not be suitable. In some cases, it may be preferable 
not to give any details to your partner, to see what 
they come up with. Unusual and unexpected results 
can come from that kind of session. There is only 
one rule: you must answer every question as your 
character. 

Good luck, and have fun!

If you would like to pen an 
article for Opening Line, 

we accept topical musings 
as well as short stories, 

poems, novel excerpts and 
illustrations.

Our next issue will be 
WOMEN

More details on www.
openingline.org 

Please email: 
submissions@openingline.org

with your entry as an 
attachment.

   If you would like to hear more from K.F. Goodacre,  
             you can visit her website at  
                       www.kfgoodacre.com or  

                 follow her on Twitter @KFGoodacre

http://www.kfgoodacre.com
https://twitter.com/KFGoodacre
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Baker’s Star Recommendation
Ender’s Game: 
In order to develop a secure defense against a hostile alien 
race’s next attack, government agencies breed child geniuses 
and train them as soldiers. A brilliant young boy, Andrew 
“Ender” Wiggin lives with his kind but distant parents, his 
sadistic brother Peter, and the person he loves more than 
anyone else, his sister Valentine. Peter and Valentine were 
candidates for the soldier-training program but didn’t make 
the cut—young Ender is the Wiggin drafted to the orbiting 
Battle School for rigorous military training.

Goodreads rating: 4.3 stars

GR rating: 4.2 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 3.9 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.6 stars
FICTION

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Enders-Game-Ender-Orson-Scott/dp/0356500845/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1424111050&sr=8-1&keywords=ender%27s+game
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Fight-Club-Chuck-Palahniuk/dp/0099765217/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1424111079&sr=8-1&keywords=fight+club+book
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Gone-Girl-Gillian-Flynn/dp/0753827662/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1424111097&sr=8-1&keywords=gone+girl+book
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Storm-Swords-Part-Blood-Gold/dp/000744785X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1424111119&sr=8-1&keywords=blood+and+gold
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GR rating: 4.3 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 3.8 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 3.8 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.2 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.2 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.0 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.0 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 3.7 stars
FICTION

GR rating: 4.5 stars
FICTION

http://www.amazon.co.uk/My-Sisters-Keeper-Jodi-Picoult/dp/1444754343/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111137&sr=1-1&keywords=my+sister%27s+keeper
http://www.amazon.co.uk/April-Fools-Point-Horror-Book-ebook/dp/B00HZ9Q8XM/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111160&sr=1-1&keywords=april+fools+point+horror
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Harry-Potter-Prisoner-Azkaban/dp/1408855674/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111181&sr=1-1&keywords=prisoner+of+azkaban
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Then-There-Were-None/dp/0062073486/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111202&sr=1-1&keywords=and+then+there+were+none
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Wool-Trilogy-1-Hugh-Howey/dp/0099580489/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111220&sr=1-1&keywords=wool
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Need-About-Kevin-Serpents-Classics/dp/1846687349/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111240&sr=1-1&keywords=we+need+to+talk+about+kevin+book
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Fools-Assassin-Fitz-Fool-Book/dp/0007444176/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111284&sr=1-1&keywords=fool%27s+assassin
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Before-I-Go-Sleep-Watson/dp/0552164135/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111305&sr=1-1&keywords=before+I+go+to+sleep+book
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Angels-Demons-Robert-Langdon-Brown/dp/055216089X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1424111324&sr=1-1&keywords=angels+and+demons+book
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BY Sean Benham

The Locked Woman

There once was a hunter who served a kind king. The hunter was tasked with hunting the 
wildest of animals, for the king had a taste for uncommon flesh. For many years, the hunter 
labored diligently for the king, travelling great distances and using his great cunning to slay 
extraordinary beasts. Then, the king would brag and boast about the meat that only he was able 
to serve, and the king’s guests would nod happily as they feasted on the hunter’s prey.
 The hunter was generously rewarded for his work. The king granted him a marvelous 
estate and paid for his toil with chests brimming with silver and gold. The hunter took a beautiful 
wife and was soon after blessed with a handsome son.
 “Oh joy!” cried the hunter. “I will teach our boy to hunt, and we shall serve our noble 
king together! I will drain draughts of ironhorn ox’s blood for him to drink and he will grow to 
be the finest hunter in all of God’s creation!”
 The hunter and his wife fed their son a thick mixture of mother’s milk and blood of the 
ironhorn ox; he grew and grew, until he was the strongest young man in all the kingdom. The 
hunter took his strong, handsome son with him as he hunted and taught him all there was to 
know of his craft. The boy learned quickly; he was still far from fully grown by the time he had 
equalled his father’s hunting skill. 
 As the hunter was very proud of his young son, he did not wish to see him harmed. When 
the boy spoke out of turn, broke wind, or allowed candle wax to drip upon the floor, the hunter 
would instruct his wife to whip the child, rather than doing it himself. The hunter knew that 
with his incredible strength he was likely to whip the boy clean in two, while his wife’s physical 
weakness was matched only by the weakness of her character. She could do no real harm to the 
boy, and as such, the boy did not learn from her feeble punishments. He grew to be cocky and 
a braggard. The hunter did not pay his son’s failings any mind, for his son would always keep a 
civil tongue when out on the hunt.
*
 Working together, the hunter and his son could slay beasts far deadlier than the hunter 
would dare attempt to hunt alone. They were able to provide the king with magnificent meat 
bounties, for as the saying goes ‘the deadlier the beast, the sweeter the flesh’. After one particularly 
sumptuous feast, the king summoned the hunter to kneel before his throne.
 “Hunter,” said the king. “You have outdone yourself. This kingdom has never seen a feast 
finer than that which was devoured last eve.”
 “Thank you, Your Majesty. In truth, my young son must receive credit as well. For he and 
I now hunt together in order to bring you the most delicious of meats.”
 “Is that so?  Tell me hunter, do you wish for your son to be paid in silver and gold as I pay 
you?”
 “No, Your Majesty, learning the art of the hunt is payment enough for my son.”
 The king laughed, for he took great pleasure in the hunter’s simplicity.
 “And hunter, how shall your son be paid once he masters the art of the hunt?”
 “I do not know, Your Majesty, for I have yet to master it myself.”
 “Impossible!” the king roared with laughter. “What more could there possibly be for you 
to learn?”
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 “I have yet to slay a grey ogre, the truest test of a hunter’s worth. If I were to kill the 
ferocious beast, then, and only then, could I count myself as a master of the hunt. But, alas, I fear 
it cannot be done. Even with my son by my side, I am no match for the grey ogre’s fiery breath 
and vicious fangs.”
 The king did not heed the hunter’s concerns. If the grey ogre was truly as dangerous as the 
hunter claimed, the meat of the fiendish brute must be divine. The king was growing old and he 
did not wish to pass unto heaven without first sampling the finest flesh.
 “I demand you complete your training by slaying the vile grey ogre. I wish to dine upon the 
deadliest creature.”
 “Yes, Your Majesty.” said the hunter, for he knew better than to disobey the orders of his 
lord.
 “I understand the risk to be great, but where there is risk, there is reward as well. As you 
know, I have no sons to call my own. Allow me a taste of the grey ogre’s bitter heart and I will 
bequeath my entire kingdom to you upon my passing. However, should the new moon wax full 
before I have sampled the fearsome beast, I will see that you pay for your failure with your head.”
 “Very well, Your Majesty.  I will see to it. Thank you, Your Majesty.”
*
 The hunter and his son ventured into the forest by torchlight. The hunter had only heard 
tales of the grey ogre, tales that spoke of the creature appearing under the moon in a small clearing 
high atop the hill. They pressed deeper and deeper into the forest until they found the clearing. 
Their torches extinguished, they crouched in hiding and waited. As the sliver of moon reached the 
highest point in the sky, their prey revealed itself. The grey ogre silently bounded into the clearing, 
sniffed the air deeply, and quickly set off again down the hill.
 The hunter spoke to his son once the grey ogre was well out of earshot. “He is hunting as 
well, catching the scent of his prey on the night breeze.”
 “Then we must be safe from him, father, for he did not smell you or I.”
 “That may be so, but we must remain cautious. We will subdue the grey ogre, lest he attack 
us with his fiery breath and vicious fangs. Tomorrow we will arrive early, and set a trap for the 
beast. Then, once captured, the slaughter should be a simple task.”
 “And you will become king, father?”
 “I will be one step closer to the throne, my son. You will be as well.”
*
 The hunter and his son set out early the next evening to place their trap and lay in wait. 
When the sliver of moon reached the top of the sky, the grey ogre once again bounded into the 
clearing, hoping to catch the scent of his prey. The monster landed on the hunter’s trap; sharp 
metal teeth clamped tight around its ankles.
 The grey ogre let out a fearsome howl, bellowing loud enough to be heard clear across the 
kingdom.
“Who dares confine me?” 
  With dreams of one day taking the throne clouding his judgement, the hunter’s son let his 
cocky nature get the better of him. Ignoring his father’s call for caution, he leapt out of hiding to 
crow about the royal reward promised to his family. 
 “The man who will be king has confined you, wretch! Bow down before my father, before 
he cuts out your heart!”
 “Mark my words, boy. I will bow to no man, my heart will stay in my breast and I will add 
you to my stomach!” 
 With a horrific roar that shook the angels from their slumber, the grey ogre belched forth 
a great ball of fire. The heat of the flames cooked the hunter’s son down to the bone. The hunter 
sprung forth from the bushes, grabbed hold of his badly burnt son and carried the boy homeward 
as quickly as his feet would allow.
 “Run far and wide, pretenders to the throne!” the trapped grey ogre howled as the hunter 
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fled with his half-cooked son in his arms. “The boy smells of roasting and it is a smell that I was 
born to track. No puny snare will keep me from feasting upon his succulent body!” 
*
 The hunter’s wife spent the next day anointing her son’s burns with healing salve. She wept 
bitterly, for her once handsome son had been charred beyond recognition. He would no longer be 
presentable in public, his disfigurement was so foul.
 With his half-cooked son being tended to at home, the hunter had returned to the forest in 
order to exact his revenge on the grey ogre. When he reached the clearing, he found a grey foot in 
the trap, gnawed off above the ankle, but no sign of the beast itself. The hunter removed the foot 
from the trap, for he did not wish to lose his head as punishment for failing to feed the king the 
flesh of the grey ogre. 
 Without the heart of the monster, the hunter knew he would not be crowned king. With 
the grey ogre on the loose, the hunter knew his son would forever be in danger. The hunter 
entrusted the foot to the royal chef and returned home to his wife and badly burnt son with a 
heavy heart. Later that day he was summoned before the king.
 “Rise, hunter, or should I take to calling you ‘Master of the Hunt’?  Or perhaps, ‘Future 
King’ suits you better?” 
 “Merely hunter, Your Majesty. I have failed to bring you the heart of the grey ogre as you 
have requested. I do not deserve to one day wear your crown.” 
 “But hunter, the foot of the grey ogre was tender and flavorful! Finer meat I have not tasted! 
If you will not call yourself Master of the Hunt, then it is a title befitting no man!”
 “It brings me great pleasure to hear this, Your Majesty, but a Master of the Hunt would 
never allow his son to be harmed as I have. He is burnt badly, and the grey ogre lives to stalk 
him still. From his clearing atop the hill, I am certain he can smell to the furthest corners of your 
kingdom. Even with one foot, it is only a matter of time before the brute picks up the scent of my 
only son’s roasted flesh and eats him whole!”
 The king was touched by his faithful servant’s tale and was quick to offer a solution to his 
woes. “Hunter, your son was injured in my service and I am now in your debt. You will not take 
my throne; that much I understand, but I still must make good on my end of our agreement. I 
would like you to make use of my finest horses in exchange for the grey ogre’s flesh. Spirit your son 
away to the edge of the earth, where he can be safe from the vicious fangs of the crippled monster.”
 “I will do so at once! Thank you, Your Majesty and may blessings be upon you!”
*
 The hunter and his half-cooked son rode for ten days without pause, stopping only when 
they reached the great lake that marked the end of their journey. Having done all he could, the 
hunter bid his son a sad farewell and left him alone at the world’s edge.
 The half-cooked boy and his father had passed alongside another kingdom on their way to 
the edge of the world, but the half-cooked boy knew he was far too hideous to show his face there. 
He took refuge in a nearby forest where he would have plenty to hunt. He built himself a small 
log hut in the forest and in time grew from a half-cooked boy to a half-cooked man. As he grew to 
full size, his disfigurement became more pronounced, and he still carried the smell of charred meat 
with him wherever he went. Ashamed to show himself, the half-cooked man never dared venture 
outside of the forest.
 Having spent many years in the forest, he knew the surroundings intimately and, as such, 
was surprised to one day find a small stone hut not far from the hut of his own. The half-cooked 
man was quite certain the stone hut had not been there when he set out early that morning. 
 Covering his ugly face so he could not be seen, the half-cooked man peered into the open 
door of the stone hut. Within, a young woman sat on the floor of a bare room. Her feet were 
bound and locked at the ankles with a lock made of gold. Her hands were bound and locked at 
the wrist with a lock made of silver. Her eyelids were pierced through and locked shut with locks 
made of tin and her lips were pierced through and sealed tight with a cord made of stiffened hide. 
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Even bound as she was, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever set eyes upon.
 Using his hunting knife, he delicately cut the hide cord from her lips, allowing her to speak. 
Grateful, she told the kind stranger her story.
 “I am the rightful ruler of the nearby kingdom, but I have been imprisoned by a wicked 
duke who has stolen my throne. You have freed me from the binding that held my lips shut, I beg 
of you, unlock the rest of me. Unlock me and I shall make you my husband, together we shall 
reclaim my kingdom.”
 “Very well, fair lady, I will do as you wish.”
 “Thank you, my gallant, roast-scented saviour. First, unlock my eyes. I wish to see the man 
who will be my husband.”
 “Oh no, I cannot unlock your eyes first!” The half-cooked man was ashamed to show 
himself to this beautiful woman. He would wait until he had proven his worth before revealing his 
hideous face. “You must be cold sitting upon this stone floor.  Allow me to unlock your feet first.”
 “My feet? But they are locked with locks of purest gold, locks which will not open unless 
you have a key made of purest gold as well!”
 “Then I will toil day and night until I can afford such a key!”
 True to his word, the half-cooked man set about trapping and cleaning like never before. 
He was certain he would be asked to pay a heavy sum for a golden key. To afford the goldsmith’s 
fee, the half-cooked man did not rest until he had slaughtered all the beasts that crawled upon the 
forest ground. When he ventured into the village to sell meats and hides, he was always certain to 
keep his face hidden under a heavy cowl, lest his deformity offend the villagers. In time, he met 
with the goldsmith and paid him richly with his spoils from the hunt.  
 The half-cooked man returned to the stone hut and turned golden key in golden lock. Both 
lock and key crumbled apart into fine dust and blew away, freeing the legs of the locked woman. 
She leapt up and danced with glee at her partial freedom. 
 “Thank you so! Now, please, sell your golden key and the golden lock back to the goldsmith 
and buy a tin key to unlock my eyes. I wish to see you, my hero.”
 “Alas, I am afraid I cannot. The golden lock and key are no more, their magic has been 
extinguished and their form along with it. I will set to hunting once more in order to buy another 
key, though not a key of lowly tin. I will return once I have a key of purest silver.”
 The half-cooked man left the stone hut before the locked woman could protest. Having 
slain all the beasts that walked the forest floor, he took to shooting down the birds that flew in the 
sky over the forest. It was not long before the sky was free of birds and the half-cooked man was 
ready to pay a visit to the silversmith.
 The half-cooked man entered the stone hut and unlocked the locked woman’s hands with 
his silver key, turning both lock and key to dust. She wrapped her newly freed arms around the 
half-cooked man and embraced him deeply.
 “Oh, thank you! Please hurry to the tinsmith for a tin key to unlock my eyes!”
 “I will do so, but before I do, you must once again promise to marry me and to share your 
throne. No matter how repulsively ugly you may find me once your eyes are unlocked, you must 
go through with this vow.”
 “But of course!  You have gone to great lengths to free me and deserve such a reward. I will 
take you as my king; that much I promise. No matter how foul your appearance, I swear I will 
never make mention of it and I will serve you dutifully as wife.”
 “Very well then, I will make haste.”
 With all of the beasts and birds slain, the half-cooked man took to fishing the small stream 
that ran through the forest. Once the stream was fished clean, and the tin key was bought from 
the tinsmith, the half-cooked man returned to the stone hut.
 He paused outside, fearful that the locked woman would not make good on her promise 
to marry once she saw his horribly burnt face. Summoning all of his courage, he was about to 
step through the doorway when he was startled by a loud sniff. He turned to face the grey ogre - 
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limping on its one good leg, wheezing with exhaustion, its vicious teeth bared and menacing. The 
half-cooked man did not have time to scream as the grey ogre swallowed him whole, leaving only 
the tin key behind.
 The grey ogre hobbled into the stone hut, eager to eat the locked woman as a light dessert.
 “Hurry my saviour, unlock my eyes and let me gaze upon the man who will be my future 
king!” she said as she heard the grey ogre approach.
 Recognizing the opportunity that lay before it, the grey ogre picked the tin key up off the 
forest floor and unlocked the eyes of the locked woman. She kissed the foul monster tenderly and 
made no mention of his appearance, for she was a woman of her word. Though she found the grey 
ogre repulsive, she believed him to be her saviour and was going to make him her groom to be.
 They returned to her castle, wherein the grey ogre ate the wicked duke. The next morn, they 
exchanged rings and were wed. The children she bore were an abomination before God.

Or visit Sean’s website:  
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BY Janet Peterson

Keeping Score

I stepped outside into the hazy early morning sunlight.  It reflected off the distant rice paddies 
and I was suddenly aware that Daisy was barking in distress. Daisy, our street-wise golden 
retriever and sneaky farm dog mix, usually has the most peaceful, playful and gentle bark.  I have 
never heard her utter an aggressive sound.  The sound I heard when I opened the door was of a 
dog in grave danger, like a parakeet’s last screech before the cat takes a final swat.  Daisy’s bark 
was guttural, as if she were protecting her first born pup.  She was standing at full attention, her 
head slightly lowered, teeth bared, hackles raised, tail extended and ears twitching as if trying to 
catch the smallest sound. Whatever it was, she was not backing down.
 I followed Daisy’s gaze and held my breath when I saw the beautiful beastly creature.  The 
cobra’s neck was fully flared, producing an impressive hood, as if trying to be bigger in Daisy’s 
eyes.  One third of its body was raised above the ground directly in front of my dog. Its forked 
tongue darted between two fangs, in, out, left and right, moving so fast my eyes lost track.  The 
golden brown hood glistened in the morning light as the snake danced gracefully in the tall 
grass.  As if in answer to Daisy’s growl, it hissed like a demon, tempting Daisy to move closer.  I 
could hear the words in my head, a slow malevolent monologue with a charmed voice, complete 
with slurred s’s. 
 “Come closer Daisy, I dare you to get the mouse.” 
 The mouse sat trembling against the papaya bush. Its small, meek, grey body and pink, 
wispy tail was frozen with fear. It dared not move. The mouse’s eyes were glazed over as if it were 
trying to decide which fate was worse:  mauled by a dog or poisoned and digested by a snake. 
I weighed my options, realizing that one wrong move by me or Daisy meant that Daisy would 
be dead.  It was just last night that my Animal Planet-obsessed niece was telling me how cobras 
are one of deadliest snakes in the world.  She also said that cobras are known to be particularly 
vicious when they feel cornered. 
 I slowly bent down and removed the slipper from my right foot.  I took careful aim, 
cocked my arm and threw the slipper as hard as I could. It landed against the papaya bush with a  
disappointing thwack, shaking the leaves violently for a moment, then dropping two feet from 
the dog-mouse-snake exchange.
 I held my breath. 
 The snake, caught off guard, quickly rotated to investigate the new threat. Being used to 
having my slippers thrown at her, Daisy didn’t miss a beat. She quickly grabbed the trembling 
mouse in her mouth and hastily retreated to the house, with the wispy tail dangling from her 
lips. The cobra, realizing it had lost its pray, lowered its head and issued one last hiss, as if to say 
I will return. Then it slithered through the drainage pipe and headed back to the rice paddies 
from whence it came.  

Or visit Janet’s website:  
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Email Janet:  
jjpeterberger@gmail.com

https://jjpeterberger.wordpress.com/


The Opening Line Literary ‘Zine

16

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 
- T

he
 U

ne
xp

ec
te

d

BY William Watkins

The Arrowhead

As far back as his 11-year-old mind could remember, Garland Brezeale had always spent part 
of August at Uncle Vernon Abbot’s farm.  The beginning of the dog days marked the melon 
harvest there.  The farm bustled with activity and the men’s work was toilsome.  Every extra set 
of hands, even small ones, was appreciated.  Garland had especially looked forward to August of 
1924 because he believed that he was now strong enough to earn a spot with the pickers cutting 
and heaving the melons onto the wagons.  Unfortunately, the men thought different and once 
again relegated him to fetching water or other menial tasks.  This vexed the boy.  
 Garland was tempted to demand to return home if not allowed his share of the labor, but 
that would mean no visits with Gertrude.  “Gert” and her husband Errett Turpin, according to 
Garland’s mother, had been associated with the Abbots since antediluvian times.  Indeed, Gert 
often reminisced about taking care of Uncle Vernon when he was in knee britches.  Gert didn’t 
know the exact year of her birth, but reckoned it was in the middle years of Reconstruction.    
 “Them was some beggardely days,” Gert would say when recalling her childhood.  
 After he had dinner with the laborers, Aunt Vivian allowed Garland to help her and Gert 
with the cleanup rather than trudging back to the fields.  He usually removed the dishes from 
the table, swept under the chairs, and took scraps to the hog pen.  It took the three of them close 
to an hour to put the kitchen in order but, after the cleaning, Garland got to spend the next few 
hours under Gert’s watchful eye.
 The Turpins lived in a cabin just down the hill from the Abbot’s farmhouse.  In the back, 
Gert kept a garden that fed her and Errett all summer.  What she canned served them well in 
the winter months too.  In the yard, the Turpins had a dozen guineas, seven or eight hens, and 
one rooster.  Viewing Garland as an outsider, the guineas raised a ruckus if he got too close to 
them without Gert around.  But with her by his side, they saw him as just another Turpin.  
 In the heat of the day, Garland and Gert would rock on the cabin’s front porch and hope 
for the breeze to pick up.  During these sessions, Gert regaled him with stories about the raising 
of his mother and Uncle Vernon.  Gert had no hesitation about telling a story twice, and the lad 
didn’t mind these repeats when they involved Uncle Vernon getting into some sort of trouble 
in his youth.  When in an especially frolicsome mood, Gert would tell about the time when the 
Chauga Valley was a hunting ground for the Cherokees.  Garland rightly suspected that Gert 
had never actually seen an Indian, but her tales of canoes, tomahawks, and foraging fascinated 
him.
 Being a young boy, Garland could not sit and rock for very long and thus they usually 
made their way into the woods on a ramble.  Imagining himself as an Indian brave, Garland 
would examine the grounds for tracks while Gert identified the various plants and explained 
their multiple uses.  Inevitably, the duo arrived at the creek where he would splash around in a 
small pool while Gert rested on a fallen tree.  
 Garland enjoyed the cool of the creek water and the feeling of the mud between his toes.  
At first he would slide into the waters in an effort to cause as little disturbance as possible.  For 
the next few minutes, he tried to scoop up minnows in his cupped hands.  Once the surrounding 
aquatic life hid under the banks, Garland used leaves to create fleets of ships.  Green berries from 
a nearby holly tree served as cannon balls for these epic sea battles.   
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 It was the fourth or fifth day of his visit when Garland found the arrowhead.  As he climbed 
up the bank from the creek, he stumbled upon this object protruding from an eroded area beside a 
rotted stump.  The instant he laid eyes on it, Garland knew he had something extraordinary.  Gert 
confirmed this.
 “Now, that ain’t no arrowhead that any ol’ brave would use.  That belonged to a chief.”  
 “What?  How can you tell?”
 “Look at how wide it is at the base, the smooth edges, and how sharp the tip is after all 
these years.  No sir, no common brave would have an arrowhead like that.  I suspect the chief used 
this in ceremonies.  Maybe even to call the Great Spirit to send the rain on their corn and runner 
beans.”  
 Garland held the arrowhead as if it were a young chick.  In his mind, he could see the chief 
drawing back on an expertly crafted bow from a wild cherry tree and letting the arrow fly as his 
war council chanted.  Garland walked over to where his overalls hung on a dead limb.  Just as he 
started to put the arrowhead in the pocket on his bib, Gert scolded him.
 “Wait just a minute—you can’t take that.  It was here for a reason that neither of us will 
ever understand.  But we do know this is where it belongs.  This spot might be some special place 
to the Indians or even a burial ground.”
 “Gert, but I found it!  I promise I’ll take care of it.  Can’t I keep it at least a day?  We could 
put it back tomorrow.”
 “Honey, you got no idea what magic spell some shaman might have put on that thing.  It 
was the shaman’s job to see to that the chief had all the power he could muster.  Some say that the 
most potent of the shaman could even fly like a bird for short spells.  You’d be taking a mighty big 
chance bringing this thing home—even for a day.   You’d raise the ire of the Indian spirits in this 
valley.  Ain’t no tellin’ what they might do.”
 Garland hung his head and placed the arrowhead back beside the stump.  He covered it 
with a handful of leaves.
 “That’s right.  I know it ain’t easy to part with such a find, but you’re acting with sense.  
Besides, we’re liable to find other arrowheads around here before you go home.  Have patience.”  
Garland didn’t give Gert any trouble about the arrowhead the remainder of the day.  He was 
quieter than usual, but not visibly angry.  The arrowhead remained in his thoughts.
 The harvest went on as it had in previous years.  He did persuade Errett to let him cut and 
load some of the smaller melons.  Errett showed the boy how to check the tendril to determine 
the melon’s ripeness.  “If the tendril is green, let that one alone.  It ain’t nowhere near ripe,” Errett 
explained.  “We only harvest when the curled tendril nearest the stem is all shriveled up and dry.  
Most of them should be that way now, but make sure you check them closely.”
 This work lasted about fifteen minutes.  The smallest of the melons were at least three 
pounds.  Although Garland did pretty well at lifting these, he had trouble raising them all the way 
up to the height of the wagon.  After the boy dropped the second melon, Uncle Vernon put him 
back to gopher duties.  
 Not permitted to do “real work,” Garland followed the crew at a short distance.  In the 
area between the rows he carefully examined the ground for Indian artifacts.  He found several 
flat rocks that were triangular in shape.  Upon displaying the finds to Errett, Garland walked away 
disappointed to learn that they were mere rocks, bereft of any human fashioning.    
 The end of then melon harvest arrived and Garland prepared to return home.  How he 
longed to have an arrowhead to show his father.  It would be a souvenir of his visit to the farm and 
serve as evidence the he was becoming a fine woodsman.  On that final night at the Abbots’ sleep 
came difficult as he obsessed over the arrowhead.  
 Finally, just past midnight, Garland slipped out of bed, got dressed, and tiptoed down the 
stairs.  He slowly opened the back door—winced at the creaking sound--and headed down the 
hill.  The moon was a waxing crescent and the sky bereft of clouds.  Once his eyes adjusted to the 
dark, Garland made his way past the Turpins’ cabin and into the woods.  It took him just a minute 
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to locate the trail that he and Gert often used.  He stumbled a couple of times over tree roots but 
was able to keep upright. The foliage on the trees blocked much of the light that came from the 
moon.  As he felt his way down the trail, it was not long before he heard the sound of moving 
water from the creek.  Because of a good rain that evening, the water was flowing much faster than 
usual.  In fact, it drowned out the night sounds that had serenaded him on his way down the trail. 
 It did not take him but a minute to locate the pool in which he swam.  Stepping back a few feet, 
Garland got up a head of steam and leaped to the other side.  On his hands and knees, he crawled 
toward where he thought the stump was and began to feel around the layers of decaying leaves in 
search of the arrowhead.  
 He thought about the possibility of disturbing a copperhead as he groped in the leaves, but 
decided that the chief ’s ceremonial arrowhead was worth the risk. “I’ll probably never see another 
one like that,” he told himself.  Garland found several rocks and pieces of bark, but no arrowhead.  
He began to get frustrated and looked all the harder.  At that moment, the boy feared that the 
Indian spirits had retrieved the arrowhead and hidden it.  Maybe they were watching him at that 
very moment.  Garland raised his head to look around and then heard the war hoops and the 
sound of running.  He squinted his eyes in the dark in an effort to see the approaching forms.  In 
the distance he thought he could make out a buckskin-clad figure darting between trees.  It could 
only be the shaman.
 Vernon heard the boy go down the stairs and out the door.  He assumed Garland was 
making a visit to the privy, and he listened for him to come back in.  After some time had passed, 
Vernon went outside, sat on the porch and listened.  The rain had cooled things off a bit, but the 
humidity in the air was noticeable.  He heard several bobwhite quail calling and a whippoorwill’s 
song in the distance.  Across the ridge, Vernon detected the doleful howl of a blue tick hound.  He 
figured that Vester Standridge’s dog must have treed a coon.  
 Another 30 minutes or so passed and still no sign of Garland.  The boy was impetuous, but 
it was not like him to run off like this.  Vernon finally made up his mind to go back inside, get 
dressed, and start making a search for the boy.  He wondered whether he should wake Errett for 
assistance.  Just as he got up, Vernon heard a crash around the wood line about 100 yards from the 
house.  
 A solitary figure burst through the brush and fell face first into the harvested watermelon 
field.  The figure did not stay down for long and was up and running at a good clip.  Vernon 
recognized Garland’s lengthy but awkward stride. 
 Once he cleared the tree line, Garland could see the farm house.  As he ran, he expected to 
feel the bite of a tomahawk or an arrow between his shoulder blades.  The war hoops were getting 
closer.  He considered zigzagging across the field to make his pursuers’ aim more difficult, but 
feared it would be a waste of energy.  He headed straight for the house.    
 Uncle Vernon had a perfect seat to watch the race unfold.  About 30 yards behind Garland 
a red fox cleared the tree line and ran in the direction of the Turpins’ cabin.  Not far behind the 
fox, a hound bounded out the woods and, like Garland, took a tumble at the edge of the field 
before righting itself and continuing the pursuit.  By the time Garland hit the front yard of the 
farm house, the fox slid through an opening and hid up under the porch of the Turpins’ cabin.  
The guineas roosting in a cedar tree next to the cabin sounded the alarm at the presence of the 
intruder.  The hound hit the cabin’s steps just as Errett came out and discharged his shotgun in the 
air.  That sent the hound back toward the woods and increased the cacophony made by the birds.  
 “Did Errett get the shaman?” Garland asked as he hid himself behind Uncle Vernon.
 “Shaman? Honey, that was nothing but old Vester’s hound way off course from home.  
Now, what in tarnation were you doing out in those woods?”
 He told Uncle Vernon the story of the chief ’s arrowhead and how he just wanted one more 
look at it when, all of a sudden, an Indian war party was on him.
 Vernon let out a bellyaching laugh and hadn’t the heart to chide the boy for his vivid 
imagination.  
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 “I can vouch that Gert’s tales make it all seem real,” Vernon said.  “When I was just a little 
younger than you, she had me watching out for a creature she called the skunk ape.  Every time 
I smelt that a skunk had passed through, I’d be out looking for tracks to see if it was actually a 
creature walking on two legs that Gert described.  She can sure enough spin a yarn.”
 Garland sat down on the steps and tried to catch his breath.  Sweat ran down his forehand 
and into his eyes.  But through the sting, and looking just across the field, he thought he saw a 
figure clad in buckskin slip back into the tree line and go in the direction of the creek.  

Send William an email: 
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BY David Nees

Defending the Valley

Catherine and Jason went out into the yard.  Both avoided looking at the dead and dying.  
They had successfully defended the attack on their farm, but sensed another would be coming.  
Since the power had gone out all over the country from the electro-magnetic pulse attack, 
massive food and fuel shortages had developed.  Law and order began to break down and gangs 
roamed the countryside, raiding farms and small villages.  They looted and killed anyone who 
got in their way.  
 After righting the pickup and changing the flat tire, they rolled the truck down the hill 
to jump start it and drove up the valley road.  They were both dirty.  Their clothes were torn 
and they were cut and scratched on their arms and faces.  Shortly they encountered Tom Walsh 
on his bicycle heading towards them.
 “What happened?”  Tom asked.  “I heard the shooting.”  He paused, then, “You two 
look a mess!”
 “We were attacked by a gang—a raiding party.”  Jason responded.
 “Holy shit!  Did anyone get hurt?  How are Anne and Sarah?”
 “Sarah got cut up from flying splinters but she’ll be okay.  Mom is okay,” Catherine 
responded.  “You remember Jason, he’s staying with us?”
 Tom nodded to Jason.  
 “And this is their truck?”
 “Yeah.  They were part of a larger gang and I think they may be coming back.”
  “Where’d they come from?”
 “Clifton Forge.  I think they killed the remaining people in town then they set out to 
raid this valley,” Jason said.
 “So you think they’re coming back?”
 Jason nodded, “For food, supplies…and I have their machine gun.  They’ll be back.  We 
need your help.  We have to get everyone together to defend the valley.  We don’t have much 
time.”
 “When do you think they’ll be back?”
 “Can’t tell.  If we’re lucky not till tomorrow or the next day.  Like I said, there’s no time 
to lose.”
 “Damn, what do you want me to do?”
 “I’m going to skip the Turner farm.  I don’t think the old man will talk to me,”  Jason 
said.  “Can you get him to come to a meeting?”
 “Yeah, I think so.  He’d likely try to shoot you, especially driving up in this truck.  He 
fusses at me, like he does with everyone, but I don’t take his crap.  I think he respects me.  
When and where do you want to meet?”
 “We need to meet this afternoon, where I don’t know.”
 “Meet at my house.  Drive me up to the Turners and drop me off.  You and Catherine 
can go to the others and bring them back.  I’ll get the old man to a meeting.”
 Tom threw his bicycle in the back of the truck and climbed in the cab.  “That’s an M60 
on the roof.  This gang is well armed.”
 “You must have been in the military,” Jason said.
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 “Vietnam.  We used them over there.”
 They dropped Tom off at the Turner’s farm and drove on up the valley in silence.  Jason 
felt the press of time.  If the gang returned while he and Catherine were away from the farm, he 
shuddered at what might happen to Anne and Sarah.
 Catherine seemed to sense his tension.  “Having Mr. Walsh talk to Mr. Turner will help.  
The others should be easier to talk to.”
 “Tell me again, who do we have beyond the Walshes?”
 “You’ve met them before.  The farm after the Turners’ is abandoned, like the two south 
of us.  Then, after the Walshes, you have Mr. and Mrs. Nolan.  I think they’re retired.  They live 
alone.  Last are the Sands.  He is…was an architect.  They have a little girl.  There aren’t any other 
kids on the farms except for Billy.”
 “Well they hardly know me.  I’ll rely on you to make the introductions again.”  They drove 
in silence.  Then Jason continued, “Catherine, you showed a lot of ability in the fight today.  You 
not only shot well, you showed good judgment and you kept calm.  Not many can do that in such 
an intense situation.”  Catherine looked at him.  “I’d like to confide in you, but I don’t want to 
frighten you.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 “I want you to fully understand what we’re up against.  I’m going to have to explain it to 
the others in the valley, so I want you to hear it first.  It’s something I wouldn’t tell Sarah.”
 Catherine waited in silence.
 “This gang that attacked us, they killed everyone left in Clifton Forge. The kid in the tall 
grass filled me in.  They raid farms and small villages.  They rape, kill… and they eat the people 
they capture.  That’s what we’re up against.”
 Catherine looked at him in horror.  Jason wondered if he’d said too much.  
 “I guessed they were very bad—killing and raping.  But I never guessed they would be 
cannibals.  That is disgusting.  You’re right, you can’t tell Sarah.”
 “That’s why we have to prevail.”  

 An hour later they were headed back to the Walsh farm with Andy Nolan and his wife 
Barbara, and John Sands.  John’s wife, Natalie, stayed back with their daughter.  Ray Turner was 
there along with his son, Billy.  Everyone was in the living room all asking questions at once.  Jason 
and Catherine sat there, ragged and exhausted from the gun fight.  Betty, Tom’s wife, got them 
some water and shouted over the cacophony of voices, asking everyone to quiet down.  Then Jason 
recounted the day’s events with the group staring wide eyed at him and Catherine; dumbfounded 
at hearing the details of the ferocity of the battle that morning.  
 “I’m amazed you could return fire fast enough to keep them from rushing the house.”  Tom 
Walsh commented when Jason had finished his tale.
 “The shooting positions on the second floor and the roof made all the difference.  They 
were sandbagged and gave us protection.”
 Tom whistled.  “That’s quite an accomplishment.”
 “It wouldn’t have done any good except that Anne and the girls have gotten to be very good 
shots.  It took all of us to hold them off.”  All eyes turned to Catherine who did her best not to 
look awkward.
 “Why do you think they’ll come back?”  Andy asked.  “My God, from what you related it 
seems you dealt them a real blow.”
 “There were about fourteen in the attack, from a gang of fifty to seventy.  They’ve already 
killed everyone left in Clifton Forge.  This was a raiding party targeting this valley.  Some of them 
escaped and they’ll take the story back to town.  I don’t think the gang leader can let us have our 
victory.  And we have his machine gun.”
 “If it’s a matter of the machine gun, couldn’t you just drop the pickup off at the bridge?  
Let him have his truck and machine gun, like a peace offering?  Then he wouldn’t have a reason to 
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come back into the valley,” John offered.
 Jason looked at him steadily.  Was he serious?
  Tom spoke up, “John, that just gives the gang its most dangerous weapon back, one they 
could use on us.”
 John turned to Tom, “So you agree we should go to war with these people?”
 “It seems like they’re already are at war with us.  If what Jason says is true about Clifton 
Forge, why should we think they’ll bypass us?”
 “What do we have to offer?  There’s nothing here for them.  I don’t see it.”  John said.
 Andy Nolan spoke up.  “Maybe we could construct a road block at the bridge, something 
that would keep the gang out.  We could then give them back their machine gun without worrying 
about it being used on us.”
 “That’s a great idea,” John added.
 “That might work,” Jason said, “But how do we do that?  And, more to the point, how do 
we do that in the next 12 hours?”
 “Why so quickly?”  John asked.
 “We don’t know when they might come back…” Jason began.
 “If they come back at all,” John interrupted.
 “That’s not an ‘if ’ I’m willing to bet on,” Tom interjected.
 Jason continued, “If they come back, we don’t know when it might be.  But I can guarantee 
you that it won’t be long in coming.  They only have to gather their men and weapons before they 
set out to avenge the defeat we gave them today.  If we act too late, we are wide open with no 
defense.”  
 Tom spoke again.  “We don’t have any dynamite to create a landslide and we don’t have the 
heavy equipment to dismantle the bridge.  And if we did, how do we get out later?  We can’t be 
locked in this valley forever.  Sure we’ve made it on our own so far, but if we need to leave, we must 
have a way out without backpacking over the mountains.  And anyway, what’s to stop them from 
removing any barricade we could set up?  From what Jason says, they have a lot of man power.  
Sorry, Andy, I don’t think it’s a workable idea.” 
 Jason studied the group.  Ray Turner just scowled at him and the others.  He was amazed 
that Tom got him to come.  He probably wants to find out about all the shooting and that’s as far 
as it will go for him.  Tom seemed to be on board.  He understood evil and violence.  Andy seemed 
to be pretty down to earth but remained uncommitted.   John seemed to be in denial that this 
idyllic valley would be violated.  All of them had adjusted to living off the grid when the power 
went out.  In varying degrees they were making it here in the valley.  Would they realize the need 
to defend it?
 The group was silent for some moments then John spoke again, “I have an eight year old 
daughter.  I’d like her to grow up with a father.  If we fight these people, even if we win the fight, 
some of us may be injured or killed.  What price do we pay for victory?  Are you all ready to be 
killed?  Because that’s what could happen if we do battle with this gang.  We need to find another 
way.”
 Jason could see Catherine was getting more and more agitated as the conversation progressed.  
He was about to respond when she spoke up.  
 “I’m pretty young so maybe I should let you adults speak and decide, but today I killed 
some adults, so maybe I’ve earned the right to speak.  I didn’t want to fight this morning and I 
don’t want to do it again, but I will if that’s what it takes to stay alive.”  All eyes turned to her.  
With a nervous swallow she continued, “Jason filled me in on who these people are.  They raped, 
killed and ate the remaining people in Clifton Forge.”  She stopped to let that sink in.  The room 
was silent.  “If they had won today, they would have killed Jason and raped me, my mom and my 
sister, Sarah.  Maybe they would have eaten us as well.  They would have gone on up the valley and 
done the same to all of you.”  Again she paused.  “Mr. Sands, your little girl.  Think about what 
they would do to her… and your wife.”   She stared hard at him, not wavering.
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 John averted his gaze from her.
 “John, do you think you can reason with someone who will eat people?”  Jason added.
 The room’s silence was broken by Ray Turner clearing his throat.  “I’ll fight my own battles.  
I’m not joining your war.  They come to my place they won’t find me.  I’ll melt away and pick 
them off from the woods.  They come into the woods they’ll find me all right.  I’ll put a bullet in 
their head before they know I’m there.  These city slickers ain’t any good in the woods.  I’ll pick 
‘em off like crows on a wire.”
 “We could all go up into the woods and wait for them to leave.”  John offered.  “That might 
be safer then fighting them.”
 “What will you come back to?”  Tom asked.  “You need shelter and resources to make it 
through the winter.  They’ll take them all and maybe burn your house down as well.”
 “Why would they do that?”  John asked.
 “Are you willing to bet your house they wouldn’t?”  Tom replied.
 “Andy, what do you think?”  Jason was taking a chance but he needed another man on his 
side.
 Andy sat silent for some time.  “Not sure what I think.  This is hard to digest.  The gang may 
or may not come back.  If we prepare and they do, we’ll have a horrendous fight on our hands…
and maybe lose.  Even if we win some of us may be killed or wounded.  But if we don’t prepare 
and they come back, our only option is to flee into the woods and maybe lose everything.”  He 
paused for a moment.  “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m not so quick on my feet when 
it comes to fleeing.  And Barbara is less so.”  He squeezed her hand as he spoke.
 “So where do you stand?” Tom pressed.
 “I guess I want to defend the valley.  I’d rather trust in myself and the rest of you,” he looked 
around the room, “than trust in what this gang might or might not do.”
 Ray jumped up.  “You all are a bunch of fools.  You going to make this guy your general?  
Going to march off and kill this gang?  Going to get yourselves killed is what you’ll do.”
 “Billy, how do you feel about this?”  Jason asked.
 “Billy thinks the same as me,” Ray shouted back at him.  “You come into this valley.  You 
think you’re some kind of hero?  Killing all the game in the hills, taking all our food.  Don’t think 
I’m going to listen to you.  What the hell do you know?  For all I know this trouble followed you.  
Maybe you’re the reason this gang is here.”
 Billy looked like he was going to answer but shut up when his dad’s tirade continued.
 Jason looked straight back at Ray, “We didn’t get off to a good start and I’m sorry about 
that.  I didn’t bring them here, but I’ve run into the likes of them outside this valley.  If you want 
to see what happens when they attack, come down and look at our farm.  And if you want to see 
what I, what we can do together, come down and look at our farm.”
 Catherine stood up, her fists clenched at her side, her dark eyes blazing in anger.  
 “Mr. Turner, we just had to fight for our lives today.  Without Jason, my mother, my sister 
and I would be raped, enslaved or dead right now.  So, don’t you talk to him like that.  You have 
no right.  He hasn’t done you any harm and he saved our family.”  Tears began to well up in her 
eyes.  She fought them back and stared directly at the old man, her body shaking with emotion.  
He finally turned away.
 Jason stood up and put his arm around Catherine.  “She’s right.”  He turned to John Sands, 
“John, help us.  Together we can save ourselves—our valley.  We need all your help but we have to 
hurry.”
 “All right, I’ll help.  But it scares me.  I don’t know much about guns and shooting, but I 
can try.”  John responded.
 “I’m in,” Andy said.  “I don’t move so well but I know how to shoot.”
 “Both Betty and me are in, aren’t we?”  Tom looked to his wife who nodded.  
 “I’ve hunted for years,” Betty said.
 “She’s a good shot too.”  Tom added.
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 “This will be like hunting, only it’s more dangerous game,”  Betty said,  “I don’t want to give 
scum like that a chance to do us harm.  I had friends in Clifton Forge… we all did.”
 “I can run that M60.  Is there any ammunition for it?”  Tom asked.  
 Jason nodded.  
 “Okay, where do we fight them?” 
 “The best place to set up an ambush is at the bridge.  It’s single lane and the road is bordered 
by the cliffs cut into the ridge.  We stop the vehicles on the bridge and the valley side becomes a 
killing zone.”
 “So what’s next?”  John asked.
 “We’ll take you and Andy and Barbara back to your farms.  Gather some food and water 
and meet at our farm.  Do you have a way to get there?  Catherine and I should head back after 
we drop you off to collect weapons and ammunition.”
 “I’ve got a pickup that runs, still have some gas left,”  Andy said,  “I’ll collect everyone and 
bring them down.”
 Ray stood and motioned for Billy to follow him.  Billy looked at Catherine, his eyes wide.  
He had been staring at her ever since she made her comments to John.
 “Ray, are you going to join us?”  Jason asked as he shuffled past.  Ray just glared back at him 
and left without a word.
 “Ignore him,” Tom said.
 “We’ll go over weapons when you get to the farm.  I suggest you all stay there tonight.  We 
can head for the bridge in the morning to set up our ambush,” Jason said.
 “John, why don’t you have Natalie and Lisa come to our house.  They can stay with Barbara 
while you’re gone.”  Andy said.
 “They’ll be as safe as they can be at our place.  We’ll be praying for all of you.”  Barbara said.  
 John nodded and the meeting broke up.  Jason and Catherine dropped John, Andy and 
Barbara off and set out for home.  It was mid afternoon.  Exhaustion from the battle and the 
stress of negotiating with the others finally caught up with them.  He could see Catherine’s head 
nodding as fatigue overwhelmed her.  She finally slouched over on the bench seat, laying her head 
on Jason’s leg, and fell fast asleep.  Jason hung his head out of the window, trying to stay awake as 
he drove back to their farm.

Like David on Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/david.nees
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They say love happens 
when it’s unexpected

But all of my life 
I had planned and waited
For the one who would 
come into my life and

make everything all right
 

I pushed my dreams and goals aside
Finding love was first in life

I gave love many chances
But I was always let down

 
I got to the point 

where I had to renounce
I had to focus 

on goals, my dreams, and me
And learn to love myself

Before loving someone else
 

Then you came into my life
Without any sign:

You came at the right time
Unplanned and unexpected

But just how I dreamed
And had always expected love to be

by Brenda Beas

Without a Sign
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With watercolors and brushes she paints
forlorn sea bass with worried school-bell eyes,
dolphins with underbites, shoebox flounder.

Her cerulean clam with red crooked
smile stares at me, but she does not. Only 

her autistic portraits emote.

by John Sweeder

Child Artist

Click here to follow JOHN SWEEDER on Twitter: 

https://www.facebook.com/sweeder


Next Month’s 
Theme:
WOMEN

Sunday 8th March is 
International Women’s 

Day. For 2015, the 
theme is ‘Make It 

Happen’, so Opening 
Line is joining the 
throng to celebrate 
the achievements of 
women everywhere. 

Our theme for March, 
therefore, is #Women. 

For March, we want 
stories with a female* 

protagonist (or 
villain!). What she 

does, or achieves, is 
completely up to you.

*Trans-women are most definitely included in this 
category.

Our submission inbox 
(submissions@openingline.org) 

is open NOW and
our deadline is 16th 

February 2015.

Happy submitting! 



Thank you for reading.

O
LITERARY ‘ZINE

THE

Copyright © 2013-2015 by Opening Line Literary ‘Zine

All prose and poetry rights are reserved by the contributing authors. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, 
recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the 

individual author.

end of document


