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BY Frances Button | EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Women

   First of all, I am a woman. I mention this just because I’m occasionally surprisingly often 
mistaken for a man via email. When you answer to unisex names like Frances, this is bound to 
happen, but I just thought I’d clear it up before moving on to our introduction...

   Women! A few years ago, women (53%) outnumbered men (47%) but, as of 2014, the numbers 
have swung the other way. There are now 107 boys born for every 100 girls and the world ratio 
shows no sign of returning to what it once was. Well, we’re not going to let a little thing like 
numbers stop us. 

   March is the month of women everywhere. On the 8th, we celebrate International 
Women’s Day by focusing on the achievements of women around the world. Opening 
Line is also celebrating in its own special way: an issue with exclusively female protagonists! 

 
Happy reading!
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Women in Fiction
50 Shades of Agency

BY K.F. Goodacre | FEATURE WRITER

   In 6th Century China, Hua Mulan took up arms 
to defend her nation, defying cultural traditions 
about the role of women. She was brave, made her 
own decisions, and fought for what she believed 
in. She was also fictional; the protagonist of the 
poem, The Ballad of Hua Mulan. 

The original poem tells the story of a seventeen 
year old woman who was already a martial arts and 
weapons expert (talents she picked up on the side 
because weaving didn’t satisfy her). Although she 
was apparently based on a real person - Fu Hao 
- she is more popularly known as Fa Mulan, the 
Disney character. This cartoon incarnation may 
not be the most accurate, but the fact Hua Mulan’s 
was revisited nearly fifteen centuries after her 
creation speaks to the strength and longevity of the 
character.

Fifteen centuries. Dwell on that for a moment, 
then compare her with some fictional heroines 
of the modern age: Bella Swan from Twilight, for 
example, or Ana Steele from 50 Shades of Grey. 
Just mentioning the names together in a sentence 
brings a stark contrast to mind - but why? 

(DON’T) STOP CRyiNg  
yOuR hEaRT OuT

I’m not a fan of Twilight. I never have been and, 
short of suffering a full frontal lobotomy, probably 
never will be. My sister, however, is a huge and 
unapologetic fan of the series, and we’ve spent 
quite a few afternoons arguing the pros and cons 
of sparkling vampires and insipid, lovestruck teens. 
I’ve always been a fan of vampires, but my heroines 
were more like Buffy Summers than Bella Swan. 

Their rapsheet reads similarly: both are teenage girls 
in high school, both meet a ‘good’ vampire, both 
fall in love with aforementioned ‘good’ vampire. 

Their names even start with the same letter, so why 
don’t I like them the same amount?

Characters are not plot. That’s why. Buffy and Bella 
are similar when their essentials are bulletpointed, 
but their characters are very different. Bella defines 
herself by the vamp in her life, despite having 
friends and family around her. When her ‘one 
true love’ abandons her, she spends months crying 
and wishing she were dead. Buffy does not define 
herself by the vamp in her life, or even her friends 
and family. When Buffy’s ‘one true love’ not only 
abandons her, but tries to kill her and her friends, 
she reacts a little differently...

Angel:  No weapons, no friends, no hope. Take that 
away and what’s left?

Buffy:  Me. [hits him hard in the face with a hilt of 
a sword]

Yet the ability to kick physical booty is not what 
is needed to create a ‘strong’ female character, and 
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shedding tears over loss does not make a female - 
or male - character weak. Buffy cries all the time. 
Emotions in characters are strength, but there needs 
to be more to a character than reactive symptoms 
from the plot. 

As much as Angel (Buffy’s beau) deserved to be hit 
in the face with the hilt of a sword, the important 
take-away from this exchange is that Buffy is her 
own person. You can strip her of her friends, her 
family, her lovers, her superpowers, and she still 
has a core strength that is innate because she is 
‘real’. She has strengths and weaknesses beyond the 
elements around her. She makes decisions based on 
her own mind, not what others would have her do. 
This kind of decision making can be seen in other 
fictional heroines.

     Take Mina Harker. 
We’re on the vampire 
plot point at the 
moment, so we might 
as well complete 
the circle. Mina is 
the daughter of a 
gentleman in Victorian 
England, and draws 
the attention of our 
dear Count Drac. 

She’s not trained in combat like Buffy, she’s not 
been exposed to the idea of feminism as Bella has, 
but she’s an arguably strong female character in her 
own right. Why?

Mina makes choices. The most important of these 
choices is, when faced with the prospect of losing 
her soul, she requests that her friends and family 
stake her before she becomes damned. Symbolism 
about phallic stakes and purity aside, Mina has 
agency. She makes decisions: she would rather be 
truly dead than to live and have no soul to call her 
own. Bella doesn’t seem to have that sense of self. 

In fact, she rarely shows any sense at all. Upon 
finding a strange boy in her room, who admits he 
watches her when she sleeps, she thinks it romantic. 
Most other girls her age would be screaming, 
reaching for the phone and calling the police. 
They certainly wouldn’t then go on to date the  

 
person who has, again, by his own admission, been 
stalking her. And would - by his own admission 
- like to drain her of blood. Bella is not under 
Edward’s thrall. She’s a teenage girl with next-to-no 
self-preservation, which is a basic human instinct. 

The only decision Bella seems capable of making 
is to keep a parasitic, demonic child (which is 
problematic for a host of other reasons). Yet, I 
question that this was actually her choice at all, 
given that her offspring was destined to be with 
Jacob the Werewolf. Jacob was apparently only 
attracted to Bella because she was destined to be 
his actual mate’s mother... so was it Bella’s choice 
to keep the child, against Edward’s wishes, or was 
it fate/the plot that made the choice?

WhaT’S SO ROmaNTiC  
abOuT DEaTh aNyWay?

The prevalent theme of popular vampire novels 
seems to be the presence of eternal love. Dracula 
and Mina (Dracula), Elena and Stefan/Damon 
(The Vampire Diaries), Sookie and Bill (The 
Sookie Stackhouse Series) and, yes, Bella and 
Edward (Twilight). Death and romance are often 
intertwined and the idea of loving someone so 
much that you’d die for them - or kill them - can 
be seen in other stories throughout literary history. 
The poem Porphyria’s Lover is probably the most 
famous example of murderous love, but mutual 
suicide/self-sacrifice has been a popularised finale 
since the days of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. 

A common myth about Romeo and Juliet is 
that their death is romantic. As such, the titular 
characters are held up as the ideal couple, something 
to which we should aspire. This is wrong for many 
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reasons. The play was a tragedy - not because their 
parents wouldn’t let them be together, not because 
by a cruel twist of fate, Romeo believed Juliet dead 
so took his own life first - because Romeo and 
Juliet were too young to know true love. Romeo, 
a young man with a ‘tender chin’, is in his mid-
teens. Juliet is thirteen years old. Transposing these 
characters to modern day, the situation is no longer 
romantic: Romeo is a, perhaps unhinged, teenager 
who has targeted an immature girl, and Juliet is an 
infatuated child who has been sorrowfully misled. 

Yet, however misguided, it is a simple fact that Juliet 
makes choices. She chooses to indulge Romeo, she 
chooses to disobey her parents, she chooses to run 
away, she chooses to take her life rather than live 
without her star-crossed lover. These are choices 
that affect the plot, these are choices that give Juliet 
agency. So, is she a strong female character?

Context has a lot of influence on how a character 
is represented and accepted. I would argue that 
Juliet, like Bella, is a victim of her own immaturity. 
What could be seen as agency - the ability to make 
choices and affect the plot - in an older character is 
diminished because of her inexperience. She doesn’t 
make informed choices; they are only superficially 

hers. She is a puppet of her emotions and other 
people’s influences. Worse, these influences 
encourage her to perform the ultimate act of self-
harm, from which she cannot return.

iN a biT Of a biND

Speaking of self-harm, let us segue nicely into 
Fifty Shades of BDSM. For those unaware, Fifty 
Shades of Grey is a novel spawned from Twilight 
fan-fiction. It has its own plot but, unfortunately, 
Ana and Bella are nearly indistinguishable, save for 
their other halves: Bella is attracted to a handsome, 
potentially abusive vampire and Ana is attracted to 
a handsome, potentially abusive millionaire. 

I will stress at this point that engaging in a BDSM 
lifestyle does not make someone abusive. BDSM 
is a sexual culture that is often misunderstood and 
misrepresented in literature and the media. Fifty 
Shades of Grey did very little, if anything at all, to 
dispel these myths. I won’t delve into the details - 
there are plenty of blogs and reviews on the Internet 
that will do that for me. Instead, I wish to focus on 
the character of Ana.

Ana is a virgin. This is important because it is 
tangible evidence of her inexperience when faced 
with her novel’s plot. This plot is focused on sexual 
activity and, more relevantly, choice vs. lack of 
choice. She, a virgin, is invited by a Dominant male 
to be a submissive sex companion, meaning that 
she will have to serve him and do as he says within 
those physical parameters. At the end of the novel 
(spoiler alert, but this one’s a freebie) she decides 
that BDSM is not for her. Given that she’d been 
angrily fighting the idea since the beginning, this 
comes as no surprise, but it is a choice. In fact, it 
could be described as a strength. Ana has the ability 
to say ‘no’ and she uses this ability. It is a strength 
to reject a lifestyle to which you are not suited, 
especially when others are trying to convince you 
to accept it. 

So, why isn’t Ana a strong female character? By the 
end of the book, she has the experience to make an 
informed decision - unlike Juliet - and she makes 
an proactive choice instead of just reacting - unlike 
Bella. What more could Ana be? Why don’t readers 
like her and see her as the heroine she is meant to 
be?
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There’s a rising trend, in Young Adult fiction 
especially, where the main female character can 
be described as a ‘blank slate’. This means that 
the character is usually described as ‘average’ and 
‘typical’, with no unique features to distinguish 
her from her peers (clumsiness does not count). 
Despite this, the main character usually finds the 
men in her life attracted to her. 

Ana is such a character. Her one ‘unique’ attribute 
- like Bella’s - is that she is clumsy. Ana is, sexually 
and otherwise, a blank slate. This allows readers to 
live vicariously through her if they so wish, which 
does wonders for the publisher’s profit margins 
but nothing for the advance of female characters 
who can be seen as believable and real. Fiction 
with blank slate heroines is the ultimate form of 
escapism, which is why sales phenomenons happen 
and opinions split drastically: some readers want 
blank slates to distract them from boring lives, 
others want to read a book with solid characters 
and a realistic universe - even in Fantasy fiction. 

agENCy aND STRENgTh

Agency defined by Chuck Wendig: a demonstration 
of the character’s ability to make decisions and 
affect the story. This character has motivations all 
her own. She is active more than she is reactive. 
She pushes on the plot more than the plot pushes 
on her. Even better, the plot exists as a direct result 
of the character’s actions.

How can we ensure the female characters we write 
are strong and have agency? By strong, I don’t mean 
physically capable, I mean real and solid; believable 
and likable: a character with agency. A character 
we want to be for who they are, not who they date. 
A character we root for and can understand, even 
if we disagree with what they’re doing.

Let us return to Hua Mulan for a moment. She goes 
to war, in an era where women were not allowed 
to fight. That is her first choice. She fights for her 
family, for her country, not for a star-crossed lover. 
She defies the rules of a nation and puts her life 
in danger because of her love for others, but it is 
an informed choice to do so. Hua Mulan is not a 
blank slate we can impose ourselves upon. 

Not many people choose to fight unless they 
absolutely have to, in the moment. If they did, the 
world’s armies would be filled to the brim with 
recruits. She is not the every-woman, but she’s 
a woman we can all understand. She is a strong 
character. Her strength is not necessarily physical, 
but spiritual and emotional. 
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I think these elements are important when writing 
any character, but female character perhaps more 
so, because there are so many negative examples. 
‘Strong’ female characters still end up weak and 
powerless because the choices they make - if any 
- are made for the wrong reasons. On top of this, 
the characters have no awareness of why they are 
making choices for the wrong reasons. Very few 
people in reality have no self-insight. Most people 
are capable of critical thinking. This should be true 
of characters as well, no matter their gender. 

Next time you’re writing a female character, take 
a good look at what she is actually doing in your 
novel:
• Is she taking charge of her life?
• Does she have opinions that are solely her own?
• Does she deliberate over choices?
• Is she making decisions for the benefit of herself, 

or for her lover?
• Does she have motivations apart from the main 

story?
• Does she react in normal ways to the things she 

should?
• Is anything about her completely unique?
• Does she have layers?
• If stripped of outside elements - friends, family, 

lovers - does your character have a purpose?
• If stripped of outside elements, does your 

character have a sense of self?
• Is she ‘real’?

Have I missed anything? 
How would you write a strong female character?

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 
FOOLS AND 

GREAT MINDS

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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Top 10 Female Authors
BY Lauren Atkins | FEATURE WRITER

    When I think of popular female authors, women such as Mary Shelley, Charlotte Bronte, Virginia Woolf, 
all pop into my head automatically. But in truth, there are so many contemporary female authors who 
are just as powerful, with one or two particular books standing out to me as the reason they are some of 
my favourite authors. So, in no particular order, my top 10 are…

      2. Donna Tartt

   Pulitzer Prize winner Donna Tartt is an American author, best 
known for her novels ‘The Secret History’, ‘The Little Friend’ 
and her most recent award winning novel, ‘The Goldfinch’. Her 
novels have similar running themes throughout, particularly 
those of social class, mystery and the idea of perfection. ‘The 
Secret History’ stands out for me the most, and I have frequently 
heard it described as “my favourite book ever.” However, Donna 
Tartt has received mixed views on her novels. 

   In my eyes, Donna Tartt is one of a kind, and here’s a brief synopsis 
to wet your appetites if you have yet to read ‘The Secret History’: 
‘Under the influence of their charismatic classics professor, a 
group of clever, eccentric misfits at an elite New England college 
discover a way of thinking and living that is a world away from 
the humdrum existence of their contemporaries. But when they 
go beyond the boundaries of normal morality they slip gradually 
from obsession to corruption and betrayal, and at last - inexorably 
- into evil’.

1. Maggie O’ Farrell

‘The Vanishing Act of Esme Lennox’ blew me away. 
With the main focus being on women in the past and 
present, this haunting novel is narrated by Iris, who 
discovers that her great aunt Esme is being released 
from a psychiatric hospital after 60 years. As the 
novel unfolds, Iris son learns why her aunt Esme was 
locked away, revealing the dark family history that is 
hard to comprehend. Written as a continued prose, 
this captivating book was unputdownable, filled with 
secrets and sadness, and an undeniable family bond 
that spans many years.
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3. Susan Hill

As a big fan of horror, whether they are films or novels, Susan Hill is always an 
enjoyable read for me. When reading her books, I always have to pause to check over 
my shoulder, or look down the hall to check no one is there – yes I am very easily 
frightened. ‘The Woman in Black’ remains as one of my favourite ghost stories. A 
spooky old abandoned house, an angry ghost and even a creepy rocking chair are 
all the right ingredients for a perfect horror story. She writes with a classic gothic 
horror style that grips you wholeheartedly until the final pages. The popularity of 
other books such as ‘Dolly’, ‘The Mist in the Mirror’ and her lengthy crime series, 
prove that she is one of the best contemporary gothic authors. 

4. Daphne du Maurier

‘Rebecca’, ‘Jamaica Inn’, ‘My Cousin Rachel’ 
and ‘Frenchman’s Creek’ are just a few of 
Daphne du Maurier’s novels that I can pick 
up no matter how many times I’ve read them 
before, and find them just as enjoyable as the 
first time I read them. Not quite yet classed as 
a classic novelist, Maurier’s style of writing is 
so effortless that you unknowingly read half 
the book before you realise how much of the 
day you have spent lost in her stories. Love, mystery, suspense, crime and adventure fill the pages of her novels, 
making her in my eyes one of the most timeless female authors, and without a doubt one of my favourites. 

5. Toni Morrison

Nobel Prize winner Toni Morrison is such a powerful force in 
modern literature. I read ‘Beloved’ a few years ago, and this is a 
novel that has stuck with me ever since. This is a haunting yet 
intimate story of the past, slavery and loss, and how the love for 
another can lead to desperate and life changing acts. 

It is inspired by the true story of an African American slave 
named Margaret Garner, who temporarily escaped from 
slavery to a free state in 1865.  Never have I been so emotional 
throughout reading a novel, as Morrison takes us back into 
the dark and ugly past of black America. This stunning novel 
should be on everyone’s bookshelves. 
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6. J. K. Rowling

Now it would be rude of me if I did not include J.K Rowling as one of this top 10. 

I think everybody in the entire world has read at least a few of her books, if not 
all of them. Everyone my age will have grown up with Harry Potter, and I think I 
have J. K to thank for my love of books. What is even more inspiring is that this 
popular teen series is still as prevalent today with children (and adults) as it was 
when I was growing up. 

The popularity of her most recent novels however, still prove that she stands as 
a very dominant literary figure. ‘The Casual Vacancy’ and the Cormoran Strike 
crime series, under the pseudonym Robert Galbraith, are all full of suspense and 
intrigue. I have a feeling J. K Rowling has many more tricks under her sleeve. 

7. Alice Walker

An immensely influential female, Alice Walker was the 
first black women to win a Pulitzer Price and a National 
Book Award. She was made most famous for her novel 
‘The Colour Purple’, through her exploration of race and 
gender, a novel frequently censored due to the explicit 
content and violence. The opening page is shocking yet 
undeniably gripping, and you are immediately sucked into 
a story set in 1930s Georgia, surrounding black women, 
their low position in society and the struggles they have to overcome. Her writing is so direct yet honest, and 
is beyond deserving of her awards and recognition throughout her career. 

8. Jane Austen

(Because I had to fit a classic in there…) Jane Austen is a timeless 
romantic. Reading ‘Pride and Prejudice’ from a young age really 
sparked my love for the classics, and since then my collection has 
grown considerably. 

The simple yet poetic prose she writes with is effortless, and 
there is a reason everyone knows and loves this classic love story. 
Her commentary on social class and use of irony and comedy 
throughout her novels prove why she is such an influential and 
important figure in literary history. 
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9. Angela Carter

Best known for her adaptation fairy tales and folklore, Angela Carter is 
a rather daring author. Her writing style is very sensual, and also quite 
violent, giving her take on the fairy tale genre in a very unique way. 

‘The Bloody Chamber’ is a collection of adult themed fairy tales, mainly 
narrated by women. She uses themes such as violence, sex, puberty and 
fear, and her way of bringing out the dark side to all these fairy tales that we 
grew up loving, makes her again, one of the most enjoyable authors to read. 

10. Maya Angelou 

Maya Angelou is best known for her series of autobiographical 
volumes and an impressive literary career that spans over 50 
years. Angelou is the embodiment of resilience, shown through 
the depth and importance of her words. 

‘I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings’ gave insight to Maya 
Angelou’s personal life, and she has been heavily respected as a 
voice of black culture, and a spokesperson for black people. This 
memoir shows Maya Angelou’s strength and unwillingness to 
falter in the face of prejudice and difficult times, and although 
it can be viewed as a tough read, ‘I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings’ is a trailblazing read. 

She committed her experiences to paper and shared them with 
the world, and because of this she created a path for others to 
do the same. 
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BY Jimmi Campkin

Alyssa

Alyssa sat, perched a few feet down from the summit of a conical hill – a green pyramid obtusely protruding 
from the flat vale all around her. Directly ahead, an isolated rain shower – ten or fifteen miles wide – drifted 
towards her like a grey curtain on a warm, firm breeze. Villages and farmhouses probably long since abandoned 
were swallowed up in the drizzle.  Idly, she picked at the hem of her second pair of jeans, covered in holes and 
rips and worn over a cleaner, more pristine pair.  Two large and empty jugs sat either side of her; a bicycle lay 
on its side behind.   
 The incoming shower was the first for a week as Spring looked to be marching into Summer.  Alyssa 
couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen another person, but the weather was much the same.  In the intervening 
time she’d trudged through a blisteringly hot six weeks, the dull storms of autumn and a mild, soaking winter.  
If it wasn’t a year since her last human interaction, it was close.
 Huddling deeper into her raincoat, dried blood still flecking the right shoulder, she could feel her skin 
prickling with goosebumps under her layers.  The grass shifted and waved as though warning her to head for 
shelter; the curtain drew nearer, gliding silently.  Now so close as to be indistinguishable on either side, she heard 
the first pats of rain drops.  One torpedoed straight onto her eyelid as she allowed herself to close her eyes for a 
moment.  The reassuring drum of water hit her plastic bottles. 
 She lay back on the grass and stared up as the sheet of cloud passed over her like a funeral shroud.  That 
same drum had sounded all those months ago.  She’d been crouched inside a shelter, buried half underground 
under sheets of corrugated iron on the outskirts of a forest.  The trees, unmaintained, were now encroaching on 
a nearby town.  As a survivor, she’d generated a sixth sense for knowing what constituted a threat before seeing it.  
The tramp of feet on leaves could be distinguished between the steady stomp of a threat or the graceless tiptoe of 
a stumbling survivor, exhausted and dizzy from a lack of regular water.  Lying down flat on her stomach, she’d 
burrowed a small tunnel in the ground and inserted a long barrelled shotgun.  The barrel emerged inside a pile 
of leaves, pointing upwards at a suitable angle to stop anything that arrived too close.  She used it sparingly – the 
blast would shake the birds from the trees and alert threats to her position whereupon she would abandon the 
shelter for at least four nights, usually holing up in a nearby unoccupied house.  Desirable during the previous 
society, the suburbs now became essential with their regulated floor plans, big garages filled with garden tools 
and middle class former owners stocking their cupboards full of dried foods.
 The Couple had appeared with a remarkable lack of awareness or care.  Sticks snapped under their feet 
as they walked, heads bowed but still hand in hand.  His clothes were dirty, dull with mud and mildew.  Some 
attempt had been made to shave his head, but left him instead with patches and scabs.  Her hair was long and 
lank – as though the sheer weight of it prevented her from lifting her head.  Her shirt was open, her breasts 
covered, and her bare legs in cut off shorts blotched red with bramble scars and nettle stings.  They had small 
rucksacks slung over one shoulder; Alyssa immediately presumed they ‘lived’ locally and were foraging.  Not 
wanting to alert anything to her position, she nevertheless hissed and muttered warnings through her teeth as 
the group came closer. 
 When they were fifty yards away, they spotted the shelter – a few moments later, they spotted Alyssa.  
Breaking their hands apart for a moment, they formed a curious pincer, tilting their heads sideways in disbelief.  
She kept the shotgun between the two as their arcs reconvened.  They both crouched down either side of the 
narrow opening, looking down at Alyssa’s prone position.  
 She studied their faces carefully, taking the time as they continued to stare in confusion.  Neither had 

Click here to follow JIMMI CAMPKIN on Twitter: 

https://twitter.com/jimmicampkin
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slept in days.  Both were malnourished.  Their filth seemed to be the passive kind – creatures in desperation.  
Alyssa’s mud and stains were badges of her proactivity; she’d more or less dug the shelter using her bare hands.  
These two had given up.  Alyssa recognised them as a different kind of threat – not as immediately dangerous but 
a slow infection weakening the limbs one by one.  She began to raise herself by the elbows as the man held out a 
hand to shake.  
 “Trust us”.  The girl’s voice was metallic and rasping.  Alyssa could see yellow wounds on her arms.  
 “Please?”  The boy’s voice was much higher.  She wondered if the two had swapped vocal chords, but not 
installed his inside her properly.  Alyssa withdrew further inside the shelter, like a distrustful stray cat.  As she 
moved, the boy caught sight of the circular barrel inside the pile of leaves.  He drew back, out of Alyssa’s line of 
sight.  The girl looked around frantically over her shoulders.  
 Alyssa crawled back out to the edge with a finger over her lips and a wild look in her eyes.  To her 
surprise they did as told, nodding and then staring at each other like statues – him reclined onto his hip, her legs 
tucked under, sitting on her feet.  Alyssa concentrated at the forest ahead, daring one of them to breathe loudly.  
Everything seemed calm and peaceful.  No bad vibrations in the air, besides the ones generated by the two people 
around her.  She weighed up the possibilities in her mind.  These two were not going to leave her alone, that much 
was clear.  They were now a ball and chain attached to her ankles, noisy and cumbersome.  However they had 
survived, either through a hitherto unseen amount of talent, or luck.  Alyssa closed her eyes, sighed, and clambered 
out of the shelter like a trepidatious spider.  

*

  On the hilltop she felt herself drifting.  Sitting upright, she was now an island in grey fog.  The bottles 
were a quarter full as the rain streamed down, soft big droplets soaking her hair flat to her scalp.  Uneasy, she sat 
up and clambered over to the bike, mounting the saddle.  One foot on the pedal, one on the ground, she readied 
herself for anything that might come up the side of the hill.  As she waited, looking for the first chinks of light in 
the grey, a dull noise drifted through the gloom – something unnatural.  Alyssa remained outwardly calm, but her 
chest thumped as it always did.  If necessary she would leave the bottles and hurl herself and the bike down the side 
of the hill.  A cooler breeze kicked up, causing her to shiver.   The noise returned, this time closer.  Minutes ticked 
by.  A third noise, now faint, was swallowed up.  The shower began to lift and the curtain receded again.  Slowly, 
the surrounding countryside appeared.  Not far from the bottom of the hill a muddy track wiggled by.  Alyssa was 
certain she’d find footprints if she were to investigate – a foolish idea.  She smiled to herself, picking up her half-
filled bottles and tethering them to the forks of her bike.
  

*

 The Couple, Alyssa had quickly realised, were lucky.  They’d occupied a house in a neighbouring town.  
She listened, chewing her lip, as they explained how they’d slept on the ground floors ‘because they didn’t want 
to be trapped upstairs with no way to escape’, and had filled the house with candles for light.  After six months 
of blithely doing everything Alyssa wouldn’t, they realised the area was becoming uninhabitable.  Every night 
brought prowlers at the bottom of the road, noises and shrieks.  They abandoned it and started to hike in the vague 
direction of the coast.  Alyssa didn’t have the heart to tell them they were walking inland.  
 Together, the three of them found an abandoned survivor’s shelter.  The ground floor had been gutted by 
a fire leaving the windows and doors hollow.  Everything inside, including the staircase, had been destroyed.  A 
melted petrol can sat in the middle of the room.  They scrambled up the side of the garage and entered through an 
open bedroom window.  The smell still hung in the air and the floorboards suffered under their gentle feet.  Alyssa 
ordered them into separate corners, away from the middle of the room, whilst she sat, straddling the window.  
They reluctantly complied.  
 The Couple told stories almost to themselves, neither focused on Alyssa or each other.  They had met 
during the first wave and decided to stick together.  They’d hidden, variously, in a school, a fire station and a 
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supermarket before trying to settle in a house.  The six hellish months they’d spent cowering in the flickering 
shadows of their candles convinced them that stability was not a privilege anymore.  As they recounted tales of 
danger and corpses, their eyes glittered in the dim light.  Eventually the talk turned to their future.  The Couple 
wanted to be a three, to walk to the coast and bathe in the clean sea.  They spoke excitedly about finding a small 
boat.  Let’s try and sail away from the mainland, they insisted.  Like the Vikings who crossed the North Sea or the 
Normans crossing the channel, a small boat could survive.  They would find a small offshore island and start again.  
Grow crops, catch fish.  They smiled hopefully as they formed plans in their minds.  Alyssa took a deep breath, 
squirming uncomfortably, anxious to be alone.  When their voices raised, Alyssa shot them down.  She would leave 
them in the morning to their own destinies.  Point them in the direction of the coast and let them go.  There would 
be no three-way partnership as soon as dawn broke.  
 Evening became night.  Darkness enveloped The Couple as they were absorbed into the corners of the 
room, invisible except for an occasional stirring.  Before long, Alyssa could hear their soft breathing as they fell 
asleep.  She remained awake, staring up at a half moon, always scanning and always looking, trying to fight off 
the sentimentality and memories that The Couple had stirred in her.  To be lost in memory was to be lost in the 
present.  Climbing out of the window, she sat cross legged on the roof of the garage and stared across the dim 
horizon.   
 When the sun rose again, Alyssa woke from an unintended sleep, slumped on her side under the window 
of the house.  Sitting bolt upright, she scanned the avenue below, straining her ears for any noise.  A few birds 
chirruping in the warm morning light and a creaking noise, like a tree bending in the wind.  A dim shape formed 
in the corner of her eye.  Looking across, she spotted the source of the creaking noise.  The young man hung by his 
neck from the corner of the house, the head despondently pointed to the ground as he rocked gently.  Alyssa stood 
up, creeping to the edge of the garage roof.  Another creak behind spun her around on her heels.  The girl hung 
from the opposite corner of the house, her head pointed elegantly to the sky as though in permanent ascendancy, 
her eyes closed to the beaming sun on her peaceful face.  
 Alyssa put a few miles between her and the house before she remembered her dream – a coastline, a boat 
mounted by an improvised mast and sails, billowing in the wind as the ropes creaked.  

*

 Leaving the hill behind, Alyssa headed for another settlement she’d seen before the rain.  When the sky was 
clear, she’d spotted the long brown tail of a railway line heading for a small town.  Picking up a narrow country 
road she cycled towards it, passing a huge country pile on a hill surrounded by fields of dead corn.  The town was 
set in a valley; the main road plunged down to its centre, where she found the railway station abandoned.  Some 
attempt had been made to turn it into a shelter but it clearly hadn’t seen life for a while.  Dismounting, she found 
a street of terraced houses heading off from the centre, and looked to stock up on food.  After the unplanned sleep 
on the garage roof she could now keep going for at least 24 hours, enough time to find another isolated farmhouse.
 Most of the houses were already looted.  Some had the remains of pitiful barricades torn down.  Something 
about the town was beginning to bother her.  It seemed to faintly buzz, as though an enormous engine whirred 
under her feet, muffled by several metres of strata.  Growing impatient, she stopped at a house that appeared 
unmolested.  The door was shut and the windows unbroken except for a single pane on a skylight.  Alyssa prepared 
to pick the lock with a hairclip but it was already unlocked.  Darting inside, she recognised the smell immediately 
and realised why.  The house had been left alone because it was dead.  Dead Houses, where the occupants had 
remained and whose remains polluted in a decayed miasma, were rarely touched by survivors, including Alyssa.  
Hunger and a desire to leave this small town triumphed.  Hurrying past the open living room door, past the dim 
shapes still in their chairs, she rushed into the kitchen.  Three tins of soup in one cupboard, the edges rusted from 
the damp in the room.  The wallpaper was black and fetid, the smooth laminate floor slippery with mildew.  In 
haste, Alyssa stumbled on the treacherous floor.  Grabbing a table, she caught herself but couldn’t stop a stray tin 
falling.  She held her breath, wincing at the noise, hoping she wouldn’t hear a noise from the upstairs floorboards.  
Her ears tuned – she listened for dust falling on a pin prick.  The house remained dead and still.  
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 A shaft of light blazed through her mind.  By her own rules she’d been stupid.  Entering the town, breaking 
into a Dead House so close to the town centre, leaving her bike outside, making unnecessary noise.  Alyssa cradled 
the tins in the crook of her arm.  Outside, she realised she was not alone.  
 Rushing to the front door, she saw him.  A young man, carrying the dust of someone well-travelled, so 
unlike The Couple, was trying to make off with her bike.  She tore after him, rage bubbling in her veins both at 
his thievery and her idiocy.  Hurling one of the tins, she tried to make a grab for him as he frantically pedalled, 
smashing his shins as the chain spun around.  She was screaming at him, cursing him with everything she had 
when a noise sounded high above the pair of them.  
 Alyssa felt her heart leap into her throat and pulse against her neck.  She couldn’t swallow.  The young 
man manoeuvred the bike down a side street plunging downhill and was now at a speed beyond her tired legs.  
Desperate, she tried to keep up, not to dismount him but to cling on.  She was being hunted now and it was right 
behind her, no doubt sprung out from one of the other abandoned houses and alerted by the commotion.  The 
young man gave her one last look over his shoulder as he disappeared.         
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BY Kama Shockey

Post-Its

There are two-hundred and forty-five post-its in the pile at my feet. They are ordered by date, 
by place, by photographed memory. There isn’t an uncovered, blank portion on any of them, 
though I have only read half so far. 

You remember this? The one closest to my feet reads. The mixed CD I gave you before I left? Where 
are you now? How could you leave this all behind? We’ll need it when we meet up again, start over. 

That means he had three ninety-count pads of post-its when he started. Where are the remaining 
twenty-five and will they assault me the same way these did? Two hundred and forty-five small 
explosions, each targeting a different part of me, each one hitting its mark with blunt force.

Purposeful. Each and every one. Making my feet itch. Making me ache for a run that will take 
me out of this ten-by-ten foot prison he put me in.

I am a runner. A marathoner, yes. But a runner from problems as well, and this is definitely 
a problem. Two hundred and forty-five of them, to be exact. Maybe even two-hundred and 
seventy.

You started me on this path, literally. Metaphorically. You gave me these shoes to get me moving. I 
don’t need them if I’m not moving closer to you, and I think you know by now that I am not going 
anywhere you can see. Running shoes. No one can say I didn’t try.

I am a woman without a country. I was born in America, raised by my Tia, but what do you do 
when the cover of your passport no longer matches who you are inside? 

I long ago forgot the words to the Star Spangled Banner. Can’t remember how it starts, where I 
first learned it to begin with, only that it no longer speaks to my heart.

Another CD, cadence this time, with a blue post-it covering the title. It’s patriotic, S. Not racist, 
sexist or whatever you said. It’s what binds us all together, but you don’t get what it is to be part of 
something bigger than yourself. Listen deeper. 

I throw it on top of the pile of junk I know I won’t keep.

I want to move again. That’s what I do. Things get hard and I move. I cut my hair, dye it another 
color, become new again, erase what didn’t work and start over. I keep my name, my history, but 
lose the rest, shedding it like a rattler’s winter skin.

I kick a small square of paper that slides underneath the corner of a box and wedges there. I pick 
it up.
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His passport. A pink post-it is on the cover, hiding the country. I open it. A boyish smile peeks out 
of the corners of his mouth, the smile that said so much more was waiting to be let out when no 
one was watching. Where I am going, where you went, I no longer need this. I am heading to a place 
without borders, where I can be me again. These eyes are unrecognizable. 

The first box I opened was the most recent. Right before he left for deployment.

I saw him pack the box, knew there were only pictures in it. Nothing else but memories we made 
and I couldn’t afford to move. Nothing was worth the weight these memories carried. 

They’ll keep. The last thing he said about it. 

But I can’t escape these edited photographs. Can’t run from what is in front of me, needing to be 
taken care of. I can leave it for another day, another year, another life, but they won’t move. Better 
to deal with them now. 

So where did the post-its come from? Why did he take the time to write this all down? Each 
memory with corresponding words to give them weight. 

A picture is worth a thousand words, but he only gave each one twenty-six. Twenty-nine. Forty-
one at the most. So far.

A blue post-it. A picture of me, building a sand castle. White sand, blue water, smile too-big. 

Remember the last time we sat on this beach? Before I left? We made love under the stars, you were 
embarrassed because people were next to us. I told you they couldn’t see our faces. You giggled when I 
came, quietly. 

What he didn’t write: We fought about me leaving. You were pregnant already. I asked if you wanted 
to keep it. You wondered how I could even ask. We got drunk on sake and full on fish, fried and raw, 
the combination making you sick the next morning. You wondering if the baby would be all right after. 
Me leaving for training that night, you too sick to leave the bathroom to say goodbye.

If I could go anywhere it would be Spain. Healthcare, tapas, wine and a language that sounds like 
an invitation. I long to be invited somewhere. 

I wonder how a Spaniard would define America. Shitty healthcare, fast food, Miller Lite and a 
melting pot of languages we shove off to make room for bad grammar—hillbilly-English. Certainly 
not the land of opportunity, Tia.

The beer sign he got at a yard sale, begged me to let him hang in the office. Before I could tell him 
about the baby who would need that room in seven and a half months. You can get rid of this now. 
Did you know the day I brought this home? You let me play the fool, Sarah. 

Seeing my name in his messy scrawl hurts a part of me I thought I left behind the first time I 
locked this shed up behind him.

I make a note on the back of a pink post-it to buy black hair dye on the way home from the storage 
shed. I want to blend in with the Mediterranean color. Dark hair, green water. Dark eyes, pale 
skin. Dark jeans, blue skies. 
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I turn over the pink post-it. Read and reread it. Practice my Spanish translating it. Why didn’t 
anyone think I could have used the mutt-bred Spanish Tia spoke? 

Te acuerdas el tiempo quando fuimos al Disneyland, sin ninos? Te gustaba el “ride” de Star Wars y lo me 
hizo infermo. Ugh. Te acuerdas montabas el “ride” mas, y mas y mas despues de yo fui al hotel?

Yes, I remember. I remember leaving you in line, sick and unable to ride, as I rode over and over 
and over. Alone. Wanting you to see that your comment about the Mexicans behind us was a 
sentiment you alone felt. I needed coaster after rolling coaster to erase the bred-into-you racism 
coming up as bile. Hatred. I felt it the first time that day. Recognized it immediately.

I wonder if I will look good as a brunette, black low lights telling anyone curious that I do belong 
there, do belong with my toes in the Alicante sand, did earn the beachside real estate I can now 
afford since you left me with nearly half a million dollars in insurance money. 

Left it to our son, who is still too young to move away. 

Away from the stigma that will follow him, dying his story blacker than my new hair.

I see the book. The Gunslinger. I can’t believe you would leave this behind. Your men told me you 
reread it a dozen times at least after the explosion. What did that do to you, when you thought it 
was over, but you lived to bury two brothers? You were gone then, weren’t you?

I bought you a copy. Read it before I come for you. This will make it all make sense, like it helped me 
to see where you really went. The other universe. I’ll always come for you and Johnny, even if it doesn’t 
seem that way at first. I had to kill the body to escape it. 

Johnny. A dad who committed suicide. Who couldn’t make it home from war unscathed. Too 
scared to ask for help. How does a boy escape that, I wonder?

Another born-into-you trait. Don’t cry, son. Don’t show fear, son. Don’t show them you are afraid of 
their bullets, their disgust, their god that demands sacrifice.

A yellow post-it, too sunny for its message.

Do you remember this? The dog you made me give away when I left? Altair. A star you picked out of 
the sky, when I could have called him Scout and been done with it. The dog you couldn’t love because 
it wasn’t yours? You couldn’t walk him, not with little Johnny in your belly. I was stretching you were 
shrinking.

Altair’s face stares back at me, asking the question you posed. Do I remember? Yes, I do. 

The doctor told me not to run. Not to move too much beyond daily activities. That I might lose 
the baby. Johnny trapped me and also set me free.

I didn’t feel bad when I dropped Altair off at his new house. Didn’t look behind me, eyes forward to 
my new life. The new life growing within me. A hand on my swollen belly, affirming my decision.

Another note, also yellow, fallen on the ground like an Aspen leaf, discarded by the changing 
season. I wonder where he placed this before it lost its stickiness in the humidity. Let him have a 
dog, please. Taking care of something other than himself will help him through this.
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If things go badly in Spain, I know I have a home that has to welcome us in, has to open its arms 
to us, its tired, its weak. Traitorous, yes, but belonging all the same. I may not resemble the girl on 
the passport photo, but they have to take me back. My mother made sure of that.

Damn if you didn’t try to stop that, though, didn’t you? Make sure I couldn’t go anywhere again.

The other post-its weren’t on photos, but on everything you—we—owned. 

One, on the lamp. 

You hated this lamp. Thought it didn’t match. Really it’s me that didn’t match your life. Your travelling, 
free spirit. I should have let you go earlier. I’m sorry, S. 

I have one for you. Do you remember when you told me you loved me the first time? Me, still wet 
with you. You, tracing the line of blonde down my navel to where it darkened below. 

You loved the freedom I offered you. When you got back we’d take a trip. Where was my favorite 
place to visit, you asked. Spain. You scrunched your face, hoping the answer was a place less 
foreign, more benign. 

Wishing I was less foreign, more benign. I wasn’t though. I was malignant, growing bigger, taking 
over all of you with something stronger than your body could resist.

Another yellow post-it, this one on the television I bought you for Christmas. 

Your money, technically, but my thoughtfulness. My dreams of a trip disintegrated beneath the 
heaviness of stuff you demanded. Needed. Wanted.

You made me feel bad about wanting this, about my consumerism. I wasn’t a hippie, freeloading 
optimist. I am a patriot, a hero, a warrior and you couldn’t love me for that. You couldn’t even wait 
seven months to figure out we were more alike than you guessed.

I did though, love you. Despite the patriotism. In spite of it. I wonder what you meant by “wasn’t.”

The Marines would let us travel the world, you promised. I believed you. 

The world, though, according to them, is small. Built on bases, safe. Harboring. 

It was gated in, closed off from the actual world, the one where things happened, suffocated by 
the air on the other side of the fence. Johnny changed my placation. Made me wake up, breathe 
in deep. 

This post-it blue matches my eyes. I found it on the rocker you got me. For Johnny. 

Can you tell him I wanted him? Will see him soon? I have a plan that will get me there, back to you, 
the real you, not the one who left me, took our son. 

The note had nothing to do with the chair and everything to do with us. Maybe the chair was 
the only thing left in the whole shed, your whole life, our whole relationship, without a stinging, 
searing, scalding memory attached. Maybe it was the only place you had left to remind me you 
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were sick - not sad depressed angry post-traumatic. But unwell.

In a place I couldn’t reach. Didn’t want to go. 

I didn’t give you the chance though, did I? Left you, took Johnny. Didn’t see the way you changed. 
No dye, no cut. Just different. Inside.

You never looked comfortable in tan camouflage. You no longer matched the cover you wore. In 
that way we were the same.

Two hundred and thirty-something more post-its to read, two hundred and thirty-something 
more bombs to explode. 

Me, in two hundred and forty-some pieces. Laid out before you, the way you laid yourself before 
me. One broken piece, so much of you missing.

Your laptop lays in pieces. An accident, or like so many of the stories I heard too late, a silent rage 
that brewed under the layers of you, singed by war. 

You are everywhere. I saved the three pictures you sent. I couldn’t look at them anymore. I knew by the 
time I saw Johnny he would be so different. Sorry for the mess. 

You were never so apologetic.

I take out my phone and Google what it would take to move, not visit, not travel to, Spain. A visa. 
A permanence I crave but don’t know what to do with. The only part of my life that is irrefutable is 
Johnny. My reminder of you. My life-sized post-it with everything written in his DNA. His eyes. 
Dark, like yours. 

I might need contacts if I hope to go unnoticed in the cellars of Spanish wineries. Darker eyes. My 
Tia’s eyes. She was born to fit in anywhere.

Brown, shit brown. How you thought your eyes looked to me. Chocolate, I countered. 76% cacao. 
Rich, deep. 

Me in the cellars. Red in my hands; wine, yes. But blood too. Your blood. How much should I 
have seen? How much of this is my fault?

I might not have stayed either way, but I did not even entertain the idea when the two pink lines 
on the plastic stick showed up beside my toilet. 

I ran then. 

The last post-its, I take with me. Pink, like those lines. On the front of both I read more memories, 
skewed by sickness, time, hurt.

Remember this? The box I hid from you the night before I left? You knew what it was and asked me to 
keep it, give it to you later. I think you knew you’d leave. I don’t blame you. Just miss you. I can’t wait 
to see you again. Give this to Johnny. He’ll find someone someday he’ll want this to belong to. Hopefully 
he’ll remember me when he asks her. Make sure he never forgets me. 
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Seventy-seven words. Seventy-seven words to recollect the night you tried to propose and I wouldn’t 
let you. You were right, I would leave, but I guess maybe I didn’t want to believe it.

My mind is made up.

Johnny will be bilingual. English is in his blood, I can’t escape that. But Spanish can infiltrate his 
soul. 

Take his misery and refine it with trills and zetas, and rolling rrrrrs that take you across the sea and 
leave you there. His past will stay here, in this ten by ten box of a life half lived. 

I leave the small velour-covered box behind, the pile of pink, blue, yellow, purple – fluorescent 
flutters, beside it. It will be here, with the memories of you I don’t want. Doesn’t need to be 
handled now. Won’t go anywhere. But we will.

I don’t shut the door, just walk away. A post-it sticks to the bottom of my shoe and I remove it 
without reading the words that no longer matter.
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BY Oran Bailey

An Interview with Lady Jane Syrill

Lady Jane Syrill is one of the modern day’s mysteries. For near a century, the citizens of Onzaria, 
and all in the Three Kingdoms, have revered this exalted woman. And it’s no real surprise: she 
was at the forefront of the Kingdom’s liberation, often being the figurehead for modern liberty 
in Delka. She has worn many coats of professions over her years: tactician, scholar, magus, 
and mother to a group of orphaned children. Besides that, she has won a position on the 
Kingdom of Onzaria’s Council, as well as there being various artistic depictions of her in comic 
books, novels, as well as two statues: one in the city centre, and the other in the capital’s palace 
gardens. She is, by all means, a living legend. In a past interview, when asked how she felt about 
being such a celebrity, she simply replied that so long as it didn’t detract from her life, she was 
all right with it. 
 I meet her in a nice café in Onzaria’s capital, Liax, on a warm spring’s afternoon with a 
cool breeze blowing. Lady Jane walks down the gentle slope of the road, a wide-brimmed hat 
on her head to block the sun, a white blouse with black trousers and some boots on. Heads 
turn, staring dumbfounded, as she passes. Some are brave enough to greet her, one of which 
nearby. She is brief but polite before she approaches me. Despite all her presence, she seems 
much smaller. I have seen pictures, true, but it doesn’t truly sink in until I shake her hand, small 
and slightly callused. She sits and removes her hat, red hair left to fall free into tangles, not 
looking any older than her late thirties. Her silver eyes stop me in my tracks as she asks me how 
I am, before I croak a half-hearted reply. The Goddess Jewel on her forehead—called a glacil in 
this region, also—burns with a steady light.
 We chat for a little while before I begin my questions. She speaks carefully, in a tone and 
casualness that makes me feel like we have been friends for years. 
 “I suppose we should get down to the questioning and answering,” she says after a while, 
her voice lilting. Her eyes never leave mine, with a sense of challenge written in them. It is clear 
that one cannot just usher her to begin when they pleased: they waited for her to be ready. But 
equally, she still acts like we are close personal friends. 
 The big question on the lips of many: how is it that she is able to do all that she does so 
well; how is she able to balance them? She leans in, looking as though she is considering every 
word before she sits back and answers, 
 “I have a restless mind. I simply can’t sit still. The world is so wonderful and the 
knowledge it offers is … delicious.” She laughs, looking over the street, before focusing on the 
conversation. “What about you? As a woman of note, you should know what it’s like to have to 
manage a lot of projects.” She continues before I am able to reply. “I suppose, in any case, with 
respect to how I balance them, I’m not sure. I’ve come from a background that didn’t allow to 
be anything I wanted.” 
 When pushed on her background, she adopts a quieter, more aloof tone, realising she 
has been too open. 
“I mean that I simply did not have the kind of things that my wealth now affords me. Being so 
practised gives me certain luxuries, is all.” 
She is a pioneer, or “populariser” as she calls it, of metaphysics in the Three Kingdoms: 
philosophy being a tradition that had stagnated prior to her arrival many years before. But 

Click here to follow ORAN BAILEY on Twitter: 

https://twitter.com/oran_bailey


SHORT STORIES

25

M
arch 2015 - W

om
en

also, she has experience in biology and physics, releasing books for at least one of them every few 
years. Meanwhile she has four young children to take care of, all under the age of ten. While topics 
about herself are met with guarded responses, questions regarding the children are met with mirth. 
 “They’re both angels and rascals. I don’t know how to feel about them half the time.” Seeing 
something on my face, she assures me that it was a joke. “They’re hard to deal with at points, 
understandably, but they’re all delightful. I have my brother to help me with the difficulties.” Does 
that mean noisy? “No, no. They’re quiet. Which people think is a blessing, but when children 
don’t express themselves, I feel that is a lot more worrying. But it’s important to persevere so they 
become well-adjusted adults. Both they and that goal keep me grounded, in a way.”
 Is it chaotic? “Chaotic is not the way I’d describe it.” She considers, folding her arms. “Adult 
is perhaps the better word. Sometimes it’s nice to shut off your mind from the outside world and 
just be with the ones you care about. Doing children things.” She waves her hand as she articulates. 
“Puzzles and the like. The world is shifting in many different ways.” 
 When asked in what way the world was shifting, she stalls and takes a long sip from her 
lavender tea and exhales. 
 “Exaltation,” she laughs, gesturing at herself. “We have a different idea of celebrity today 
than when I was growing up.” Like? “Well, it was more about delkans—sorry people for you, is 
it?—that we knew personally: a good friend or a sibling or parent, usually. It was never anyone you 
would hear about distantly.”
 They were never any heroes in her time? She laughs and shakes her head. “I think I’ve 
misled you, forgive me. We had heroes—men and women of note—but they were the stuff of 
legends, figures who have had many generations’ worth of twisting and distortion, and reverence. 
Celebrity is more of a live occurrence, a social observation of individuals in both their professional 
and personal spheres. No blind spots.” She holds her hands out, palms facing upwards.
 The way she describes it makes it seem like a bad thing. “I think that it could go either way. 
I don’t mind it all that much. It’s just curious.” She considers with another sip. “I feel it goes wrong 
when people generate certain … unrealistic ideas of the people that they follow.” 
 She turns the questions to me. 
 “What did you think of me before we had met?” I am reluctant to respond, but feel it is 
crucial to her response that I answer, so I tell her. 
 “This is exactly my point! Now you thought I would be taller, which is fine. I get it quite 
a lot, actually.” She rubs her hands together before laying them on the table, each act measured. 
“That’s harmless. But then something like I lie with sheep or something wild, or something 
ungrounded in reality gets out then it becomes a piece of my storyline in people’s heads.” She adds 
quickly that that is not true, but stops me when offered to omit it from the article. “It’s almost like 
the schoolyard: denying it will make people think you did and you’re ashamed; likewise, you gain 
nothing confirming the false.” 
 So would she change that? “You can’t change people like that. They are products of their 
times, the environment that they grew up in.”
 You couldn’t change them all? “Well, not all at once. It takes generations to teach a culture 
out of certain restrictive ideas. But if it leads to better things, then it’s worth taking the time to do 
it. In some ways it’s enjoyable.”
 It must be particularly taxing to be recognised whenever dong mundane things, like buying 
bread from the market. “No, because I have servants to do that.” She laughs and stops herself to 
reply again. “It’s actually quite flattering. Everyone’s so nice and I make sure that I am not kept 
too long. As you know, I have a lot to balance. But the Goddess remains kind.”
 As it stands, celebrity can generate some fanaticism: just in the Crabclaw last month, a 
master of arms had stumbled upon members of a cult for some of her ideals. She was horrified by 
some of their practices that involved some self-mutilation for mindfulness and the like. They were 
instantly reported by officials and the cult gaoled. Even if there are nice aspects of celebrity, there 
are the fanatic types in almost every major case. 
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 “Do I ever experience such a thing?” She looks out to the street and takes slow sips from her 
tea, thinking behind it. “I don’t know. I’m quite sure that that’s not happened to me. There may 
well be those who are quite taken with me but none that I have encountered.” 
 How does she feel about this aspect of celebrity culture? “There are drawbacks to everything. 
I like to look at fame—mine at least—quite positively. But in a lot of ways idolising people so 
much was always going to be an unhealthy thing to do.”
 But she just said that it was something to look at positively. “I should perhaps draw the 
distinction between being admired and being idolised. You admire a sister, a brother, parent, or 
friend. You idolise the Goddess, the divine being Herself. If you think about mortals, placing them 
on this elevated pedestal really allows for some wild things to be generated. This links back to the 
unrealistic ideas. You start to think everything of them, then you think of nothing of their reality; 
they become detached from real men and women, and turn to just ideas. You can’t think of people 
as more than people. That’s how you get obsession, fanaticism.” 
 We move on to her speciality skills, perhaps that she is perhaps greatest known for: magic. 
She straddles both old and new traditions, with seeming ease. If there are cats stuck in trees, as a 
trivial example, she will use her talents to help them out and reunite them with their owners. 
“Ah, we’re finally into this then, are we?” She laughs but her position becomes more defensive. She 
finishes her tea with deliberate slowness. 
 “I am nothing special. I’ve got many years on my side, as well as significant adversity—that 
was the War of Liberation, to confirm ahead of your question. I mean, I don’t understand why it’s 
so impressive. Magi are not so rare these days. It takes skill and dedication, true. But considering 
how most of the populous is expected to live well into their fifteenth decades, they have time. 
I don’t have any natural talents—I don’t believe in them—which is why I don’t think it’s so 
impressive; I was an awful magus. But I stuck with it.” 
 Is that a message she’d like to pass to the youth—for her children, perhaps? 
 “Oh absolutely. If you want something bad enough, you should work for it. I understand 
that this is not something that absolutely everyone can have access to. For some—for financial, or 
other reasons—it’s a bit more of a struggle. You can’t do it alone though. I learnt from some very 
patient teachers. I think that’s how I differ to children of today. If you have guides, role models, 
then they can be your guiding light. This is why I don’t think that getting stopped when buying 
some fruit is so bad. To inspire is beautiful, and can help create people down the line that use their 
skills to help others.”
 That’s what it’s all about, then? Others? 
 “Yes. Making the world a better place for others is probably the core of why I have done 
anything.” Is it rewarding? “I can take the recognition and thanks as reward. That, or maybe the 
smile on the children’s faces. That’s reward enough.”
 Whether the past yielded some trauma for her is near-irrelevant. Awful for someone trying 
to write a piece on her life. But it is clear that the present and future is what’s important for her.
So what’s next for her? There have been rumours of unrest in Onzaria with their large neighbours 
Tymbroia. At this she seems genuinely surprised. 
 “It’s been fairly quiet recently. I haven’t heard anything. I want to write more books, raise 
the children and die in a time of tranquillity. So more of the same, please. I want the quiet path 
now.” 
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She begins each school day with a prayer.
In the name of the Father, she utters,

head bowed, eyes down, her habit’s hem gently
caressing the hoary oaken floor boards.

 
I sit in the last seat of the last row

where I belong. Sister never questions
my tardiness. She just makes eye contact.

I am grateful I do not have to lie.
 

She knows I smoke cigarettes at lunchtime;
I reek like rhinoceros piss. But since
I am an altar boy and point guard on

the school’s varsity basketball team, she
 

pretends not to notice. I respect Sister:
her sacrifices, her tolerance -- my

idiocies, my egocentrism.
Perhaps I will become a school teacher.

by John Sweeder

Sister Collette

Click here to follow JOHN SWEEDER on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/sweeder
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    PENNY

    The transport shuttle docked at a space station a few kilometers outside of The Frontier. Penny 
and Vria disembarked.

  “Are you sure this is the place?” Vria clutched her bag close to her chest. “It doesn’t look 
very official.” A fine layer of rust coated the station’s metal paneling. Grease tarnished its dull 
steel floors. The filtration system must have been on its last leg, because the air was stale and 
damp.
 “This is it,” said Penny, “Wait for me out here. I think this will be easier for me to handle 
alone.”
 “Hey,” Vria touched her arm, “This is all legitimate stuff right? I mean, you’re not doing 
anything illegal are you?”
 “Not at all, I am just not sure with whom I am meeting. I do not wish to give them 
unease.”
Nodding, Vria scurried off in the direction of a restaurant. Its door groaned as she nudged it 
open with her knee. Penny followed the stench of cigar smoke to a heavy studded door.
40,000 Inties … freedom…
 The atmosphere inside the pub was humid and choked with smoke. A few intoxicated 
patrons glanced up from their cards and drinks as she passed, but quickly lost interest. Penny 
ordered a Valyrian Kiss from the bartender, feeling alone, nervous, and excited. 
 He asked for this … If Blades had only treated me better this would not be happening.
 She scooted into a booth, its faux leather seats sucking at her thighs. Wiping her fingers 
on the hem of her shirt, Penny focused on the hot pink beverage before her.
 This will all be over soon.
 Time was marked only by the deep ring of condensation around the bottom of her second 
Kiss. The bar’s doors flew open. A silvery essence billowed into the room, as if moved by a great 
howling wind. Everyone looked up from their drinks, stopped their hushed conversations, and 
watched.
 The sparkling cloud hovered momentarily by the doors, before an unseen current wafted 
it through the room. It wasn’t until the cloud hovered a few feet away that Penny noticed the 
being within. How beautiful. She stood at once, fear and excitement working in tandem.
 “Please, be seated.” The voice rang of tinkling bells. Flakes of silver dust began to settle, 
until all that remained was the being herself. She sat across from Penny and stared at her with pale 
gray eyes. Her skin tone reminded Penny of dawn, both gray and pale blue, with an undertone 
of pink. “You are antimite, this pleases me greatly.” The being spoke in Paravor, the galaxy’s 
common tongue.  
 “You are a siren.” Danger! “I was expecting someone else.” Mankar.
 “Let us not pretend that this is a meeting between friends—you have information for 
me?” The siren’s smooth face betrayed no emotion.
 Penny took a shallow breath. “I know the location of one of the princes … the Second 
Prince.”

BY Valerie Brown

The One-Eyed King

Click here to follow VALERIE BROWN on Twitter: 

https://twitter.com/vedbrown
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 The siren’s eyes widened. “Give me the coordinates of his existence.”
 Not yet. Penny swallowed. “What about the Inties?”
 “Once your information has been investigated, the sum of 40,000 Inties will be provided 
to you.”
 Investigated? She pressed her back against the booth. “How long will that take?”
 “That depends on where the prince is.” The siren’s expression intensified, like an archeologist 
unearthing a priceless artifact.  
 Why would that matter? This is not right.
 Penny said nothing, feeling more and more out of her element.
 The siren’s expression softened, though her eyes remained fierce. “Dearest antimite, perhaps 
you have forgotten, but I must ask you once more—where is the prince?” Her sultry voice fell to 
a whisper. “I have ways of getting the information. We can either visit your prince together, or I 
will visit him alone, once I’ve pried the knowledge from your consciousness.”
 Penny’s heart thumped violently. “The prince is … he is on a space station … near Earth … 
a planet within the borders of Human Territory.”
 “Borders are of no inconvenience.” The siren smiled, revealing a dazzling set of pointed 
teeth. “Come, it is time we left.”
 Two rough looking guards met them outside the bar. Penny followed the siren, grateful 
she’d left Vria out of danger. I will do as the siren says. After Blades is captured—she felt a sudden 
pang of guilt, a sudden lurch of her stomach—after he is captured I will get my money and be set 
free … the death of one prince will not affect my people—cannot affect them—when he has so 
many brothers in line to succeed.
 They approached a black vessel with what looked like a large undercarriage. Penny held her 
breath as they passed this lower compartment. After ascending a short ramp, she was herded down 
a narrow corridor. The siren opened a door for her. 
 “You will stay here.” 
 The room was small, furnished with a twin sized bed and metal side table. “Use the comm 
when you have need and sustenance will be brought to you.” The door shut, followed by an 
alarming set of locks securing it from without.
 Penny slumped onto the bed, more out of fright than anything. Blood pounded through 
her pointed ears. Her skin paled, losing its amber tint until it was milky white, a living ghost. Her 
heart sunk into her feet. I just wanted to be free.

***

For weeks Penny’s only comfort was the dull humming of the ship’s engines. She’d received 
every comfort: good food, warm clothes, luxurious showers, even limited access to the Universal 
Database. She hadn’t been mistreated in any way, but the slightest unknown noise put her heart 
to pounding.  
 Sitting on the edge of the bed, Penny awaited her normal morning visit from the siren. As 
the locks finally withdrew from the door, a cold sensation sprinted over her skin, followed by the 
whitening of her flesh. The siren glided into her room. 
 “We’ve reached the human space station.” She said. “It seems the Second Prince is now 
living on the planet.” Her eyes twinkled as though she’d just heard a funny joke. “He and his 
human have taken up residence in a place called Virginia. Your information has proven most 
valuable.”
 “Then I may leave?” Penny held her breath. I do not even want the money. 
 The siren pouted beautifully, “Antimites are worth a great deal of money to the mankar, no 
matter how low their status. I’d be foolish to let you go. However,” she clasped her hands together, 
“I do need this room back, so you’ll be moved to a more secure location.” She gestured towards 
the door.
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Fear laced Penny’s mind, arresting her thoughts so that she couldn’t speak. She moved stiffly 
towards the door. Another set of guards escorted her into the bowels of the ship. The new cell was 
dark, with only a thin mattress on the floor for comfort. 
 “Please,” Penny spun around, “I promise not to tell anyone anything. I just want to leave—
keep the money! I no longer want it.” A guardsman shoved her into the room.
 “There was never any money.” The siren stood in the doorway, blocking what little there 
was of any light. “Only a fool would have met under the conditions I specified. I knew at once you 
were desperate.” The siren’s silvery eyes acted as a hot iron against Penny’s pallid skin. “A mankar 
fleet will be here within the month. Then I will turn you over for money.” 
 She shut the door. Penny shivered as the automated locks clinked into place.  

https://endlessedits.wordpress.com/
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Next 
Month’s 
Theme:

Fools and  
Great 
Minds

April Fools! The theme for April is ‘Fools and Great Minds’ because it’s remarkable how often 
genius and stupidity coincide (usually in the same human body).

We want your foolish or genius tales: whether that’s about a medieval jester who’s more 
intelligent than his king, or a scientist who is more experimental than he is wise, we want to 

read it! 

Our submission inbox 
(submissions@openingline.org) 

is open NOW and our  
deadline is 23rd March 2015.

Happy submitting!
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