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BY Frances Button | EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

The Anti-Hero

The Opening Line team would also like to offer its congratulations to 
Feature Editor K.F. Goodacre, whose children’s novel recently made 
the longlist for the 2015 Bath Children’s Novel Competition. 
Well done, K! Our fingers are crossed for the shortlist.

    So what exactly is an anti-hero? 

The dictionary calls them: a main character in a story who lacks conventional heroic qualities such as 
idealism, courage, and morality.

Sounds complicated, although I would argue that an anti-hero or anti-heroine does have a morality... it 
just might not be the socially accepted one. In the same way that villains tend to think of themselves as the 
heroes of their own story, an anti-hero is not completely divorced from any kind of moral code. There are 
things they will do, and things they will not - and there will be reasons for all of their choices. 

In the following pages, you will meet all kinds of anti-heroes. Some are - quite literally - monsters; some are 
unpleasant outcasts with questionable habits; but all have their own sense of what is right and wrong. 

The rise of the anti-hero in popular fiction can be seen in movies such as Iron Man and the upcoming 
Deadpool, and books such as Joe Abercrombie’s The First Law Trilogy and Stieg Larsson’s Millennium 
Series. This popularity even goes as far as children’s fiction, with the character of Severus Snape from J K 
Rowling’s Harry Potter Series being voted Opening Line’s number one anti-hero in modern fiction (for the 
full list, check out www.openingline.org)

But what makes an anti-hero? Why are they so different from regular heroes, or even regular villains?
 
Read on to find out. 
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Heroes, Anti-Heroes & Villains
What defines a character?

BY K.F. Goodacre | Feature Writer

  So. I have an important question for you: 

Superman or Batman? 
   Which Superhero would you prefer to save the day? 
Who is the better character?

From the quick canvas I did around the office, Batman 
won by a landslide. Superman, for all his alien powers, 
was left quite firmly in the dust by a troubled rich kid 
with too many gadgets. But why? General comments 
were that Batman has ‘more grit’ and that Superman 
‘is a bit boring, really’. Yet they’re both heroes... aren’t 
they?

Well, yes, technically. They both save the day. They 
both display goodness in the face of adversity (most of 
the time). But whereas Superman is the definition of 
a hero: a character who is admired for their courage, 

outstanding achievements, or noble qualities, Batman 
is slightly more... questionable.

Superman, for instance, won’t kill his adversaries. 
When he is forced to kill for the greater good, he grieves 
because he has committed an act he thinks is morally 
wrong. Batman doesn’t seem to have this problem. In 
his early comics, he hanged a ‘metal patient’ from a 
helicopter and nonchalantly passed it off as ‘a mercy 
killing’. Later, he kicked an assailant so hard he was 
conveniently impaled on a sword for a slow, agonising 
death, which seems unnecessary. And let’s not get 
started on the Joker in Hush and The Killing Joke; in 
one, he strangles his arch-enemy and only doesn’t kill 
him because he’s stopped by another person, and in 
the other, he actually does kill him, which is the whole 
point. Batman, by killing the Joker instead of bringing 
him to justice, has crossed the bridge from hero to 
something else entirely.
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There are other reasons, including Batman’s existence 
being why the Joker and co. even exist (as seen in Frank 
Miller’s comic where the Dark Knight comes out of 
retirement, which revives the Joker who had called it a 
day since the Bat stopped being ‘heroic’). This theory is 
summed up nicely by Heath Ledger’s portrayal when he 
says: “You won’t kill me out of some misplaced sense of self-
righteousness. And I won’t kill you because you’re just too 
much fun. I think you and I are destined to do this forever.” 
As Matt Aspin of What Culture says, ‘If that doesn’t 
tell you Batman is responsible for keeping himself in 
business, nothing will.” 

The point is, Batman is more interesting because he’s 
flawed. He might be rich, but his pain and difficult 
morality make him an everyman in levels we can relate to. 
Much like Marvel’s Wolverine, he’s a flawed protagonist, 
which is the definition of an anti-hero: a central figure 
who is conspicuously lacking in conventional heroic 
qualities.

But he’s not the villain.

Okay, enough about DC Super heroes. I’m a Marvel 
girl anyway. Let’s move on to the point of it all: writing.

The reason I specify that an anti-hero can’t be a villain 
is because a villain is a completely different animal. 
Whereas an anti-hero merely lacks conventional heroic 
qualities, a villain is described as ‘a cruelly malicious 
person who is involved in or devoted to wickedness or 
crime; scoundrel;a character whose evil actions or motives 
are important to the plot.’

So how do you tread that line without crossing over?

The first thing I’d suggest is defining your anti-hero’s 
morality. Whilst its true that a great villain is the hero 
of their own story, an anti-hero’s morality must adhere 
more closely to ‘good’ than ‘evil’. Here’s a character 
planning exercise to help you on your way:

The Ten Anti-Hero 
Commandments

STEP ONE: Create 4 columns, labelled ‘Commandment’ 
‘Yes’, ‘Maybe’ and ‘No’. (see overleaf for example).

STEP TwO: Fill in the ‘Commandment’ section with 
the Ten Commandments from the Bible (or religious 
/moral texts of your choosing). I base mine loosely on 
the Bible Ten simply because it’s ready-made and most 
are worked into society values and laws where I live. 
Feel free to add or subtract from this list as you see fit 
(as I have).

STEP ThREE: Define how your anti-hero would act for 
each Commandment. For each ‘rule’, put a tick for 
Yes, if s/he would follow the commandment, Maybe if 
they would usually follow it but are willing to make 
exceptions, or No if your anti-hero really doesn’t care 
about that rule at all. 

STEP FOuR: From this skeleton morality, build up the 
reasons why your character would act the way you’ve 
said. Do they have a history of adultery? Would they kill 
to save someone’s life? 

STEP FiVE: Add reactions. How does your character react 
to the hero and the villain of your story. Do they like 
them? Do they understand where the villain is coming 
from? Why?

How do you craft a  
convincing anti-hero?

The important elements of a great anti-hero are 

three-fold:

1. They must, however reluctantly or erratically, 
fight on the side of good. 

2. They must have a moral code that does not 
adhere to normal societal morals; perhaps 
making questionable decisions because of this. 

3. They can’t be the main villain, but the reader 
needs to be aware of that possibility given 
different circumstances.

http://whatculture.com/comics/4-reasons-why-batman-must-be-considered-an-anti-hero.php
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Alright, perhaps my ‘Ten’ are very loosely based on 
the Bible (I think I managed five), but all the big guns 
are there. For any marks in the ‘maybe’ column, think 
about the reasons behind your anti-hero’s choice. For 
example, if your anti-hero would kill someone, what 
would be the tipping point? If they would steal, would 
it be just for food if they were starving, would it be for 
other people’s gain, or is it simply because they want 
something and don’t see why they shouldn’t have it?

Above all, your readers must be able to relate to your 
anti-hero. Much like the gods of the Greek Pantheon, 
flawed, relatable characters are more popular. In modern  
culture, characters like Tony Stark (drinker, philanderer, 
warmonger by proxy, blatant narcissist) and Deadpool, 
(violent, started out bad, became good, perpetual 
outsider, constantly loses, wacky but has a heart of gold) 
speak to millions of people more than someone staid 
and stalwart like Superman, or Samwise Gamgee from 
Lord of the Rings. 

Creating an anti-hero is a tricky thing to do, and 
creating a well loved one is even more difficult. But it’s 
not impossible and, as an author, getting a handle on 
your character’s murky morality might be the first step 
to gifting the world with the next (Not Quite) Great 
One.

 
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 
INFECTION

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

Commandment Yes Maybe No
Don’t gamble
Don’t smoke/drink
Don’t take drugs
Treat others with respect (including animals)
Don’t blackmail to get what you want
Thou shall not kill
Thou shall not cheat (adultery)
Do not steal
Do not lie
Do not be envious of others (don’t covet)

http://www.kfgoodacre.com
https://twitter.com/KFGoodacre
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BY Sara Seay

Closet Nightmare

     Little Susie Daniels is not afraid of me.
     She returns from the kitchen, carrying a pile of chocolate chip cookies and two sweating 

milk glasses balanced on a white plate. She steps carefully, trying not to spill the milk. The 
glasses are brimming, however, and whole gulps slosh out when she sets the plate down on her 
bedroom rug where I wait. She settles cross-legged on the other side of the plate, her oversized 
yellow nightshirt stretched over her knees.

 “Here.” She places one of the glasses in front of me. Spilled milk clings to the bottom and 
wicks into the multi-colored rug—so many woven colors that I do not have names for them all. 
They seem to move in the corner of my eye, bright, startling.
 Little Susie takes a cookie and dips it into her milk glass. “Like this,” she says. She lifts the 
cookie out, soggy and dripping, and eats it quickly, before it drips on the rug.
 When I only stare at her, she nods encouragingly and says through her mouthful, “Go on. 
Try one.”
 Gingerly, I accept a cookie. It is small and hard, lost in my tangle of fingers. I pin it between 
two claws and do as she did, holding it in my glass of milk.
 I wait too long. When I lift it out, the softened cookie breaks off and disappears into the 
milk with a plop.
 Little Susie, trying not to laugh, hands me another. I try again.
 I do not have a word for the taste. Bitter, I understand, but this is not bitter. It is soft and 
it lingers at the back of my mouth.
 “Sweet,” little Susie tells me.
 Sweet.
 I like sweet.
 We eat the cookies one by one until the plate is clean. 
 She smiles broadly at me. “You’re my own Cookie Monster,” she says, and laughs, pressing 
her hand against her mouth so her older brother won’t wake in the next room. I don’t understand 
the joke, but I grin at her, and she laughs harder. She says I look like an awkward crocodile, trying 
to smile his way out of trouble.
 It is jarring to inspire laughter instead of screams. I’m still not used to it.

*

 At first, her obvious lack of fear was grating. Children were scared of me; that was the rule. I 
grinned at them, and they screamed. Over the centuries, I perfected ways to peel open their voices. 
I crouched in dark closets beside toy guns and sticky-haired dolls, nose pressed against dresses 
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hanging limp without bodies, and I whispered to them from the crack under the door. They ran 
sobbing to Mommy and Daddy who switched on the lights to prove I was just a fancy inside their 
little minds. I hid in their father’s shadow. Stared at them from behind his legs. And when the 
lights went out again and they covered their faces with thin sheets, I perched on the ends of their 
beds waiting for them to peek. They always looked, eventually.
 But when I sang my lullabies to little Susie, she whispered them back to me. I tried all my 
best tricks. Breathed on her neck while she slept. Grabbed her feet when she slid them out from 
under the covers. Crept beneath her bed to lick scares from her ankles. But she only ever giggled 
and said my rough tongue tickled like her cat’s.
 I followed her to school, straying farther from my closet than I ever had. When she counted, 
I hissed random numbers into her ear, skewed her thoughts, kept her mind from her lessons. I 
distracted her plenty, but try as I might, I could not scare her.
 She was strange. The other little girls I had haunted played with stuffed critters and baby 
dolls. Little Susie played with her brother’s old toys, army tanks that morphed into monsters with 
crooked yellow teeth. She hollered when her mother wrestled her into dresses and never failed 
to rip a sleeve or smear the hem with mud. Once, she slipped a toad into her brother’s bed. He 
complained to their parents, and little Susie was sent to bed early, as she often was, but she did not 
go to sleep. She stayed awake late, reading beneath the covers with a flashlight that illuminated 
the cloud pattern on her tented sheets. She read aloud at a whisper, and when she reached an 
illustration, she thrust the book out from the covers so that the room could see.
 At school, she was always alone. I watched, crammed inside her desk or in the shade of 
the creaking swing set where she spent recess digging the toe of her sneaker into the sand. When 
she tried to play with the other children, they stared at her as though she were an insect. Or they 
laughed. For reasons I could never fathom, they called her Pudge. And though she smiled as if it 
were all good jest, when she returned to her swing, she cried. Great shoulder-shaking sobs that left 
her eyes swollen and her nose snotty.
 I was used to tears. My job was not well done if the child did not cry. But with little Susie, 
I felt differently. After weeks of seeing her fierce smile every time she opened the closet, watching 
her break down discomfited me.

*

 One day, after a particularly violent crying spell, little Susie sat on her swing facing away 
from the playground, toward the chain link fence and the woods beyond. The sun was high, the 
shade sparse so that I was pinched beneath one pole of the A-shaped swing set. Heat shimmered 
above the sand.
 The boy wavered like a mirage as he approached, several of the other children in his 
wake.  
 “Hey, Pudge,” he said loudly. 
 The other children tittered, and little Susie stiffened on the swing. The boy was short with 
dark hair that fell across one eye. His smile had a vicious tilt to it, like a snarling dog. “Hey, why 
are you crying, Pudge?”
 Facing away from him, little Susie focused straight ahead on the woods. Her eyes were wide 
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and staring, as though she had spotted a horror among the trees. Her cheeks were still wet.
 “Did you hear me, Pudge? I said why are you crying?” The boy strode forward and pushed 
her shoulder. She swung forward a little.
 I looked for the teacher who usually intervened during such happenings. She stood near the 
school doors on the other side of the playground, her back turned, talking to another teacher.
 The boy asked again, shoved again, and little Susie mumbled something. “What did you 
say?” he asked. “I didn’t hear you, Pudge. What did you say?”
 Her head was bent forward, shoulders hunched to protect from his shoving hands. She 
mumbled a little louder, “I’m not crying.” Her voice was so weak it stung me. I was used to her 
tantrums at home, her shouting matches with her brother and her funeral dirges that she sang to 
the heavens on quiet mornings when everyone else was still asleep.
 “What’d you say?” the boy asked again.
 “I’m not crying.”
 The teacher was not looking. No one was coming to help.
 “What, Pudge?” The boy took hold of the swing and dragged her backward.
 I rose from my hiding place.
 “If you enjoy bullying so much,” I said, looming over him, draping him in my shadow, 
“Please, allow me to show you how it’s done.”
 The other children screamed and scattered. The boy stumbled back into the sand, gaping 
at me. He was too shocked to run, so I aided him, showing my crocodile teeth in all their child-
chomping glory. Terrified, the boy picked himself up and fled.
 I folded myself back down beneath the pole, satisfied. On the swing, little Susie sniffed, her 
head still bent.
 But when she glanced in my direction, she was smiling.
 It was almost better than a scream, that smile.

*

 That night, I crouched by her pillow as she slept, humming my songs. Her room was dark, 
the desk and dresser hulking shapes. The air-conditioning hushed, breathing across my skin.
 It was late, but little Susie wasn’t asleep as I had thought. She whispered, “Thank you.”
 I stopped humming.
 She sat up, and I skittered to the end of the bed. Her hair was mussed from lying down. 
“Sometimes I feel so alone.” She pulled her pillow into her lap and hugged it. “It’s like no one 
understands, not Mom, not my brother. I just want to scream because it’s just me and no one gets 
it.”
 I was motionless, claws pricking her cloud-covered sheets, wondering if she was going to 
scream now. But she only said, so quietly I had to stop breathing to hear her, “But you understand.”
 I was motionless.
 She said, “You know what it’s like to be alone. That’s why you follow me everywhere. You’re 
lonely.”
 “Lonely,” I said.
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 She crawled out from her covers and came toward me. I leaned back, away from her, the 
word still caught in my head. Lonely. Lonely.
 To be ever alone.
 “My brother had an imaginary friend. When he was younger,” she said. “But you’re not 
imaginary.” As if to prove this fact, she poked my boney arm. “Why can’t he or my parents see 
you?”
 “Only children see me,” I said automatically. Only children saw. Without them, I did not 
exist.
 Sitting in front of me, little Susie asked, “Do you know how to play Claps?”
 I blinked at her.
 “You know. Clapping games.” She demonstrated, clapping imaginary hands. I stared blankly 
at her. She said, “Here, let me show you.”
 I learned the motions quickly, but my thin fingers were twice the length of hers, so our 
game was slow and clumsy. Still we played, improving as the night wore on.
 By the time the windows began to lighten, I was a master clapper. And I was grinning, but 
not because I was trying to scare her. She laughed at my grins, rolling back on the bed, clutching 
her stomach.
 And what a wonderful thing it was, that laughter.

Visit Sara’s website: facebook.com/saraseaywrites

facebook.com/saraseaywrites
https://twitter.com/sara_seay
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BY Neil MacDonald

Killer Questions

      ‘Come on Harry, you can do better than that.’
       Well, he was right. I’d responded to the doctor’s question with the answer I thought he 

expected, not what I truly felt. He was watching me, waiting with his head cocked to the side 
and his long, white hair falling over his eyes. He wasn’t one of the hospital’s regular doctors, 
but you learned quickly that the truth could be dangerous with any of them. 

      This one was some kind of researcher. You never knew what research meant, or what they’d 
do with your words. 

 ‘Come on Harry,’ he said again.
 ‘Alright doc, yeah. Is it wrong to kill? Sure, you can get caught, and then you end up in 
here. You suffer, well, you lose your freedom.’
 ‘Suppose you didn’t get caught? Suppose there was a way you could be sure you wouldn’t 
get caught? Is it still wrong?’
 ‘There’s no such thing as being sure you won’t get caught.’
 The truth was, Damian had deserved to die. When my hands closed round his throat and 
his little eyes went all poppy, I hadn’t thought once about whether it was wrong. No way was it 
wrong. He deserved it. They asked me afterwards whether I felt sorry; remorse, they call it. I said 
I was, because that’s the right answer, but I wasn’t, not for any of my kills. Not one bit. 
 This doctor leaned back in the chair, pretending to be at ease. I knew he wasn’t. There was 
no way to be comfortable in those metal chairs bolted to the floor, expect by sitting upright.  
He laughed. It was a good laugh, I liked it. ‘No there isn’t any such thing, but imagine there was. 
Just imagine with me that you had an invisibility cloak and nobody could know it was you. Would 
it still be wrong?’
 ‘Imagine an invisibility cloak?’ I scoffed. ‘And they think I’m the nutter!’
 ‘It’s what we call in philosophy a thought experiment. It’s not real, but it helps us to think 
about what is real.’
 Now that caught my attention – something that wasn’t real helping you to think about 
what was real.
 ‘You’re not like the other doctors,’ I said. ‘They’re not big on things that aren’t real.’
 ‘I’m not a medical doctor,’ he replied. ‘I’m a doctor of philosophy. I study thinking, how 
people think.’
 ‘They say I don’t think right. You’re wasting your time trying to study how I think.’
 He leaned forward in his chair. I watched his eyes as he began to speak excitedly. They 
told me what he was saying was genuine. ‘Ordinary people make mistakes in thinking, because 
they believe what they’ve been told about the world. Philosophy shows us there are more ways of 
understanding the world than what common sense tells us. I think people in here know this too, 
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and that’s why I’m interested in how you think.’
 ‘Okay,’ I exhaled the word slowly, giving myself time to decide. ‘If you couldn’t get caught, 
then you would have no reason to worry about killing someone who deserved to die.’
 ‘So,’ he followed through. ‘Some people deserve to die? What about the others? Would it 
be wrong to kill them?’
 That took a lot of thinking about. I guess I was doing philosophy at that moment, because 
I’d never really given it much attention before. I killed because I liked it, because it made me feel 
good. The surge is incredible when you see that look in someone’s eyes, the look when they stop 
fighting and resign themselves to what is about to happen. And then all it takes is a little twist of 
your wrist, the same movement you might make when you unscrew a jar lid, or a little tightening 
of your fingers, like when they close on a doorknob. Such a little motion, and yet it takes someone 
across the boundary between life and death. That’s the time you feel most truly alive, electric and 
tingling with power. Killing has nothing to do with right or wrong. You kill because you can.
 So, was there somebody I wouldn’t kill? Was there somebody who really didn’t deserve to 
die? Would it be wrong to kill them? Was there anyone who was so pure they didn’t deserve to die?
As if he was following my thoughts, the doctor suggested, ‘Would it be wrong for example to kill 
a new-born child?’
 That was easy. ‘No, I wouldn’t kill a baby.’
 ‘Because it would be wrong? Or why wouldn’t you?’
 I thought about that. I knew that I never had and never would kill a baby, but was it 
because it was wrong? I tried to imagine it. There would be no pleasure. 
 ‘There would be no point,’ I said at last. ‘A baby doesn’t know what’s happening.’
 ‘Go on,’ he invited.
 ‘A baby doesn’t understand. It doesn’t know it’s alive.’
 ‘So, it’s not wrong? It’s just pointless? The point is that the victim must understand and be 
able to grasp the ending of his life?’
 ‘Yes, that’s it,’ I agreed.
 ‘So it would be wrong, or rather it would be pointless, to kill someone in a coma, or 
someone heavily drugged into unconsciousness?’
 This was really interesting me. I had never realized there might be people I couldn’t or 
wouldn’t kill. ‘Yes, there would be no point.’
 ‘And so, what is the point of killing?’
 ‘To even things up.’
 ‘In what way?’
 ‘That’s complicated. It’s hard to put into words.’
 He was able to help me there. ‘Evening up suggests to me that things are unequal. That you 
feel unequal.’
 ‘Yeah, that’s right. I don’t have the same equality as other people. But when I kill, then it’s 
me who has the power, and they don’t. So it evens things up, yeah. It gives you respect.’
 ‘Why do you feel other people don’t respect you?’
 This was beginning to sound like a normal session with the doctors. They always wanted 
to know how you felt. Maybe this one wasn’t so different after all. The things I saw in my head I 
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wasn’t going to tell anyone. The memory of a small boy cowering at a loud voice and flying fists, 
the sound of the taunts, the tears. Nobody would ever share those. They were locked away tight. 
He saw me clamming up, and tried a different tack.
 ‘Respect is important?’
 That was dumb. ‘Of course. If you don’t get respect, you’re not a man. Why are you a 
philosopher? It’s because that makes people respect you, right?’
 He laughed. ‘I like to think it’s because philosophy interests me, but you’re probably right. 
Deep down, it’s probably a way of winning respect from other people.’
 Doctors generally didn’t laugh with me. I liked sharing that with him, so I laughed too. 
Now we just seemed like two blokes having a chat, and an interesting chat at that. I was thinking 
about things I’d never thought about before. It was hard, but it was worth it.
 ‘So philosophy is about seeing how things really are?’ I asked. ‘Like why we really do things 
instead of just saying they’re right or wrong?’
 ‘Yes, that’s exactly it,’ he agreed. ‘It’s exciting isn’t it?’
 ‘So, if I do what I do to get respect, to even things up, is that wrong?’
 ‘Society says it is,’ he answered.
 ‘Bugger society, what do you think?’
 ‘Some people would say there is no such thing as a trans-historical morality, that what is 
right or wrong depends on what society believes is right or wrong. Other people would say that 
there are some things that all societies at all times agree are right and wrong. Philosophers have 
been arguing about it for thousands of years.’
 It was my turn to laugh. ‘So it doesn’t seem like you philosophers are getting anywhere if 
you still don’t know after thousands of years.’
 He joined in my mirth. ‘My partner says exactly the same thing.’
 ‘But if there was a society made up of people like me, then we could say it was right to kill 
people so long as it evened things up?’
 ‘Yes I suppose so. But, if you all went around killing each other, your society wouldn’t last 
very long would it? That’s perhaps why all societies develop rules about not killing and not stealing 
and so forth – those rules are necessary if a society is going to survive.’
 That made sense to me. More sense than all those police and lawyers and doctors and screws 
trying to get me to say what I had done was wrong. I didn’t feel it was wrong for me, but I could 
see that everything would go to hell if everyone did what I did. I could see why you might want 
to say that was wrong.
 I shrugged. ‘I suppose I’m just a nutter. They say I don’t have any conscience. I don’t know. 
I don’t know what one is supposed to feel like.’
 ‘I’m not so sure you don’t have a conscience,’ he said. ‘Conscience means awareness of 
morality, the difference between right and wrong. People without a conscience don’t talk about 
equality and fairness and respect. Those are moral ideas. And you have those ideas. Your conscience 
is a lot different from most people, but it still sounds to me like a conscience. You wouldn’t kill 
a baby. You wouldn’t kill someone in a coma. You killed to even things up. It’s not most people’s 
morality, but, as a philosopher, it seems to me to be a morality.’
 Well, that was news to me. ‘So I’m moral, only with a nutter’s morals?’
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 ‘That’s about the size of it,’ he agreed, ‘so long as we accept the idea of a nutter.’
 ‘Well, I am a nutter, aren’t I? I’m in a secure mental hospital.’
 ‘That only tells us you’ve been labelled a nutter. It doesn’t tell us what a nutter is.’
 ‘I killed people.’
 ‘So have lots of soldiers, but they’re not in a secure mental hospital,’ he reasoned.
  I liked the way he thought. ‘Yeah, that’s right. I bet nobody asked them to say sorry either. 
Maybe it’s that I think different from other people.’
 ‘Perhaps not so different. Everyone knows it’s wrong to steal but they do when they think 
the chances of getting caught are small. It’s usually just things like pens and paper from the office, 
but it’s still stealing. They use the same calculation as you: if you don’t get caught, it’s not really 
wrong.’
 ‘Did you ever steal papers and pens from your office?’
 He laughed. ‘Yes, I have, and I use the office phone for personal calls.’
 ‘Bet you’ve never killed someone though, doc.’
 ‘No, I haven’t, but is the difference between you and I one of quality or of quantity? Am I 
sane and you a nutter? Or do we both have the same desire for respect and the same willingness to 
break the rules if we think we won’t get caught, just that you take more risks than I do?’
  I liked this man more and more. ‘When you put it like that, maybe we’re not so different. 
What’s your name? I don’t mean your doctor name, I mean your real name.’
 ‘Tom.’

Visit Neil’s website: https://neilmacdonaldauthor.wordpress.com/

https://neilmacdonaldauthor.wordpress.com/
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i am a straight-talking shoot-from-the-hip
compassionate conservative who holds

few progressive views no radical i
appeal to middle-class america

play to my base play bass guitar and blow
a mean saxophone thoroughly vetted

i possess an ivy-league law degree
am a true patriot having never

served in the military while fully
supporting our troops in harm’s way god bless

them spot the tiny flag on my lapel?
 

media savvy i’m on facebook fox
cnn youtube msnbc

look directly into the camera
smile memorize my talking points pivot
like a point guard ignore opinion polls

know my opposition research blog tweet
text selfie my constituents daily.

 
i pledge to lower taxes invest in

infrastructure secure porous borders
provide paths to citizenship as the

climate changes increase our oil and gas
and solar and wind production outsource

fair trade to combat isis and social
security so our grandchildren can

play safely in streets with needed prison
reform and capital punishment not
beholding to wealthy corporations
i accept dark money of any shade.

by John Sweeder

presidential candidate

 https://jsweeder.wordpress.com/

https://jsweeder.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/sweeder
https://twitter.com/jsweeder
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BY Thomas Corfield

The World is Badly Made

    “WHERE are they? Where are they?”

    Most animals would not consider pursuing a career as an undertaker. But Frabgnl Frin-Splummet 
found being an undertaker a most satisfying profession. Which was fortunate, because his father 
had been an undertaker—as had his father’s father—and an awful lot of fathers before them. 
Indeed, no closer could a family become than when they end up burying each other.

    
Frabgnl Frin-Splummet was a small, round dog, who wore a waistcoat, a dark velvet blazer and a 
big bowtie. The bowtie was standard size, but appeared larger due to the animal’s stature. The same 
could be said of his funeral parlour; a narrow building just off a high street which was two storeys 
high but five storeys deep. This wasn’t unusual for buildings of Par Beguine. The city had risen and 
fallen so often beneath the horror of Bedlam, that a great deal of its rising was done while it was 
still falling, which had resulted in some very deep basements indeed.

Like the Frin-Splummets before him, Frabgnl took great pride in carting expired animals into his 
basement to prepare them for burial, and so many corpses had passed through it over the centuries 
that he wasn’t convinced there weren’t some languishing down there that he’d forgotten about.

Beneath Bedlam, business had thrived: for a funeral parlour, the bad times are far better than the 
good. And because recent times had been especially good, the parlour wasn’t nearly as busy as it 
had been a millennia ago. Indeed, when Frabgnl took over from his father, it became apparent 
that he’d have to whittle its staff down from five animals to two. This, he’d explained over their 
wails of despair, was not unreasonable considering they generally just dragged dead animals down 
staircases. His staff had been adamant that it involved much more than just dragging. They had to 
be made-up, for example, and then hauled back upstairs, shoved into wheelbarrows, before being 
pushed across the city and dumped into holes.

But his reasons went beyond corpse-manoeuvring.

After burying his father, he’d summoned staff to his office to advise them of the fact. “I’m sorry,” 
he’d said, dusting his paws still covered in the earth he’d shovelled on him, “But I’m afraid that 
there have to be some changes now that I’m in charge.”

“You’re not thinking of expanding are you?” a staff member asked.
“No. Quite the opposite. I’m considering streamlining the business. Making it more efficient. 
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Father’s approach, understandably perhaps, was rather old-fashioned.”
“Well, it’s hard not to be. Chucking dead animals in holes hasn’t changed much over the years.”
“That’s not what—”
“They’re either dead or they’re not. If they are, we chuck them in holes. If they’re not, we don’t. It’s 
quite easy. There’s a flow chart in the office.”

There was a murmur of agreement from the others.

“I know what the business involves,” Frabgnl said. “It’s been in my family for years. What I’m 
saying is that it needs to be made more efficient. You’ve all served the parlour very well. Indeed, I 
think we’ve buried most of your families.”
“Yes,” another grumbled. “You needn’t remind us. My mother still can’t sleep with the covers on.”

Frabgnl cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about that. I honestly thought she was dead. I was young 
and keen, you see.”
“Even when she started yelling that she wasn’t?”
“I told you, I thought it was rigor mortis.”
“Rigor mortis doesn’t involve the corpse yelling that they’re not dead, Frabgnl.”
“Yes, well, I know that now—especially after father put up the flow charts. Anyway, the point is 
that my father’s approach was old fashioned and changes will need to be made.”
“What sort of changes?”
“Well, primarily, letting three of you go.”
“Letting three of us go?” They looked at each other. “Letting us go where?”
“Away from here.”
“From Par Beguine? We can’t leave Par Beguine! It’s our home. Who will look after my mother? 
She certainly won’t want it to be you!”
“I don’t mean leaving the city,” Frabgnl said, “I mean leaving the business; leaving Frin-Splummet 
Funeral Parlour. I’m sorry, but three of you will no longer have a job here. But I can write you 
excellent references. Some of your holes have been brilliant.”

All five of them stared.

“I’m sorry,” Frabgnl sighed. “I don’t like doing this, but you have to understand that things have 
changed.”
“In what way?” another cried. “Animals die, we chuck them in holes! There’s not much room for 
variation. I mean, they’re dying now, somewhere. Out there animals are snuffing it.” He pointed at 
a telephone. “Every time that thing rings, I get a little shiver of joy at the thought of some animal 
carking it.”

There were murmurs again.

Frabgnl sighed. He didn’t want to let them go. He liked them. But he was running a business, and 
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if he didn’t make changes there wouldn’t be a business left to run. “Believe me,” he said. “I really 
am sorry. But the fact is that things have changed.”
“But in what way, Frabgnl?”

Part of him wondered whether a flow chart might help. He said, “The truth is that Arabesque is 
wonderful. Thanks to the Tierre, times are very good indeed. Animals might be dying, yes, but 
not enough of them to keep Frin-Splummet Funeral Parlour viable. It seems my father has been 
running the place on debt for the past several years.”

“Debt?” And their faces fell. Not off, obviously, as that would be dreadful. More with a sagginess 
of grief.

“Yes. You have to remember that in the past, when times were bad, business boomed. After all, 
funerals were immensely popular here once upon a time. But nowadays, with peace and prosperity 
across the land, there just aren’t enough corpses to put food on the table.”
“What about if we killed some animals on purpose?”
“We’ve talked about this before,” Frabgnl said. “We have to let them die naturally. Killing animals 
so we can bury them just isn’t a viable alternative.”
“That’s right,” another agreed. “And anyway, there’s no guarantee they’ll call this parlour to bury 
them. Par Beguine’s got more funeral parlours than any other city, thanks to our history of Bedlam. 
The odds that we’ll be the ones called to shove them in a hole are slim.”
“But after I kill them, I’d staple our business card to their face.”
“Yes,” said Frabgnl, “I believe we’ve discussed this on numerous occasions, also. And to be quite 
honest, it’s one of the reasons behind my determining who I let go.”

All five blinked at him.

“Moreover,” said Frabgnl, “most of the competition now have long cars that they can stick dead 
animals in. Sometimes three at a time, depending how long they’ve been dead. They look far more 
classy than our wheelbarrow, and they don’t fall out as often, either. Frankly, we need a hearse if 
this business is to remain viable—and I don’t mean re-painting the wheelbarrow. Running a car is 
terribly expensive, and coupled with my father’s debt, I have no alternative but to reduce staff. I’m 
sorry. Really, I am. You’ve all been terribly loyal.”
“Well,” one sighed, “In a way, I’m relieved. I’m starting to gag at the smell.”
“Gag?”
“Yes. The basement’s getting dreadfully whiffy, perhaps not surprising considering the number of 
corpses that have passed through it. But it wouldn’t surprise me if there’s one still down there that 
we’ve forgotten about. But it’s dark, so I can’t be sure.”
Frabgnl stared at him. “Are you certain?”
“Oh, yes. The bulb’s been blown for ages.”
“No, I mean about a corpse still being down there?”
The animal shrugged. “Well, either that or the place needs a good hosing out.”
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Frabgnl frowned. “We can’t have left one down there, surely?”
“If we got a new bulb, I could check.”
“Alright—but only a small one, mind. I don’t want to blow the budget—primarily because I don’t 
yet have one.”

Frin-Splummet Funeral Parlour was one of the oldest funeral parlours in Par Beguine, and 
generations of excellent service had built a sterling reputation. But good times, debt and a need 
for a long car left Frabgnl with little option but to try and run the place virtually by himself.

Which is why he now paced the pavement outside his parlour, muttering. “Where are they, where 
are they?”

It was early morning, and he waited for his remaining staff, a dog and cat, to arrive and help with 
the dragging.

“Come on!” he said, looking at his watch. “Where are they?”

Frabgnl was both prone to worrying, and a perfectionist—which not only left him worrying about 
being a perfectionist, but worrying that he wasn’t worrying enough. Such traits weren’t helped by 
an incident he’d witnessed when his father ran the place. The parlour was arranging the burial of a 
dog. The animal was not only dead, but had lived its entire life as a dog. So when family came to 
view their dearly departed and saw instead a cat, questions were not only raised, but hurled with 
the sort of viciousness that often had animals requiring Frin-Splummet’s services in the first place. 
It was a dreadful mix-up. And despite his father’s attempts to console them by asking whether it 
really mattered, since they were all going to end up cold and sloppy anyway, it was an incident 
that had haunted Frabgnl ever since, and left him determined to ensure no such embarrassment 
occurred again—which was why he now paced, looked at his watch and wondered where they 
were.

Frin-Splummet Funeral Parlour had a loyal following. Families who’d been buried by the Frin-
Splummets for generations had no intention of seeking services elsewhere, and Frabgnl prided 
himself on maintaining such reputation. Recently, he’d had a new gold-lettered sign made, which 
sat above the parlour’s door. It read:
Frin-Spummet Funeral Parlour.
Let Our Family Bury Yours.

He stopped pacing and peered at it, wondering whether he should buff it again. He’d buffed it 
yesterday, but giving it another might stop him worrying about where his hearse had got to. But 
because he’d have to get his ladder, he resumed pacing instead.

“Where are they?”
He had to shift a dead dog from the basement to a cemetery by ten. And although it was not yet 
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seven, the hearse should have arrived half an hour ago. Were he in the wedding business, he might 
not worry so much, as there’s always the option of brides catching taxis. In the funeral business, 
however, corpses aren’t so readily accepted, and rolling a dead dog up to a taxi, leaning it against 
the door while fiddling for loose change was unlikely to have drivers oblige.

With paws on hips, he glowered down the lane and cursed. He couldn’t even use the wheelbarrow, 
as he’d sold it to buy the hearse.

A cold, dark mauve pressed the sky into morning. A chill awoke from stone and rose in wisps to 
get on with whatever chill got on with during the day. On the highroad, a rumbling of morning 
traffic grew as residents got on with whatever it was they got on with also, and Frabgnl wished his 
staff would follow these examples.
Above the lane’s narrow storeys, the Hendral Spires of Erfin Va Lahaar, the Inverted Cathedral, 
stood black against the purple sky.

Frabgnl blinked at them,

The spires towered above Par Beguine as a reminder of what Arabesque had once endured.
“Do not look at it so fearfully, Frabgnl,” his father had once said. “The cathedral’s darkness 
symbolises light and was built to celebrate the end of Bedlam.”
“But it’s big and scary, father. And only reminds me of such woe.”
“Of course it does. It’s impossible to rejoice in what we have, if not reminded by what was once 
endured.”

There was a toot from down the lane.

With relieved mutterings, Frabgnl watched the battered hearse arrive, a reassuring paw waving 
from it. With a bump, a scrape and a pop of smoke, the old bomb rattled up to the parlour and 
squeaked to a halt.

While Frabgnl nodded with pride, his two employees alighted. “Marvellous what a well-painted 
wheelbarrow can get you these days,” he said, running a paw along a rust-blistered fender.
“Er, I’d be careful doing that,” the cat said. “It rained last week and significantly weakened that 
bit.”
“Nonsense! This is a marvellous piece of motoring engineering! And proves that Frin-Splummet 
Funeral Parlour is on par with any parlour in Par Beguine!” He peered at it. “Um, is there a bit 
missing here?”
“Yes,” the dog said. “We were idling at some traffic lights and a bit fell off.”
“At traffic lights? What happened?”
“We were idling.”
“Like I mentioned,” the cat said, “it rained last week, so a lot of the body work is compromised.”
“Compromised?”
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“Yes. It appears to have once been restored with cardboard, sellotape and then coloured in with 
pencils.”

Frabgnl smiled at the rattling wreck. “Nevertheless, it’s a hearse. More importantly, it’s Frin-
Splummet Funeral Parlour’s hearse!”
The cat looked at the dog. “Let’s just hope we don’t have any funerals in the rain.”
Frabgnl glared at them. “I did my best, alright? All I had left were debts and a wheelbarrow.”
“At least a wheelbarrow’s waterproof.”
“Well, I think it’s marvellous,” Frabgnl said. “Er, shouldn’t you turn the engine off? It will take 
some time for us to cart the animal up from the basement.”
“Best not to,” the dog said. “Leaving the engine running increases the odds we’ll be able to drive 
this pile of junk away afterwards.”
“That’s right,” said the cat. “In fact, we haven’t dared turn the thing off since last Thursday.”
“Last Thursday?”
“Yes. You remember; when we couldn’t start it again at the cemetery after we’d buried that cat—
which we were forced to dig up again after everyone had gone home in order to use its hind legs 
to chock the wheels while we pushed this thing uphill.”
“Oh, yes. I’d forgotten about that.”
“Well, we haven’t. There’s still bits of it stuck to the hubcap.”
“At least we’ve got hubcaps.”
“Frabgnl, we have one hubcap.”
“Yes, but when we had the wheelbarrow, we had none at all.” He admired the hearse again. “I 
think it’s marvellous. I wonder what father would say if he could see what Frin-Splummet Funeral 
Parlour now has in its arsenal.”
“Well,” the dog said, “arsenal’s probably an appropriate word, considering this thing’s a death-
trap.”

“Exactly!” Frabgnl said with a clap of paws. “And what could be more appropriate for a hearse?”
Because the hearse was long, the lane narrow and the dead animal in the basement heavy, it had to 
be manoeuvred to a more convenient angle. The dog got back in and crunched through a gear—
singular, as it only had one left—and swung the thing around about as daintily as a half-gutted 
chicken in a beauty salon. With the rear positioned closer to the parlour’s door, the dog alighted 
and chocked its wheel with the hubcap which had fallen off during the manoeuvre. Frabgnl then 
led them inside, through the office and down a narrow flight of stairs to a depth of cellar five 
storeys down.

When they emerged some time later, they struggled beneath a large, heavy dog which they intended 
to put to rest in a cemetery—which was ironic considering how relaxed it was already. On the 
pavement, Frabgnl dropped his end and issued some instructions, leaving his staff to heave the 
corpse into the back of the hearse, before collapsing against the side of the car. Beneath Frabgnl’s 
growing impatience, his employees dragged themselves along the hearse, un-chocked its wheel and 
clambered into its confines. Satisfied, Frabgnl did the same, squeezing in beside the dead dog and 
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Visit Tom’s website: thomascorfield.com

feeling to be chauffeured in the most disturbing manner.

A gear was found—not the one wanted, but because choice was limited they made do—and the 
hearse grumbled off the kerb. With engine coughing in a manner akin to the heavy dog shortly 
before expiration, it rattled away, leaving a trail of oil behind lest they got lost and needed to find 
their way back again.

http://www.thomascorfield.com
https://twitter.com/doovenism
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BY Rivenrod

Swell

“You must attend to the
commencement of this story,

for when we get to the end
we shall know more than we do now.”

- Hans Christian Andersen

Part One

It is eight in the morning and even before starting work he knows the chances are he will kill 
himself at some time during the day.

On arriving at the hut he closes and locks the door behind him, shrugs off his thin waterproof 
jacket, tugs out the creases by pulling each sleeve tight and hangs it by the loop from a hook 
on the door.  He shuffles to turn around whilst also stooping to avoid a naked bulb dangling 
from the ceiling by a twisted wire.  He glances over his shoulder to make sure he has not set 
it swinging, draws a slow stertorous breath, taps the tight knot of his tie three times and then 
in quick succession, stretches to full height: brushes a fringe of thick black hair from his eyes: 
dives into a plastic carrier bag: lifts out a Thermos flask (its lid and stopper stained with brown 
dribbles, like dried blood): pours tea into his mug: places it in its customary spot and pauses, 
his head completely motionless, transfixed it seems by the pattern of rings and curlicues in the 
thick layer of grey dust covering the window ledge while his brain hums behind liquid pale 
blue eyes, bewildered perhaps by some omission in his routine or suddenly spellbound by a 
hurtful reminiscence.  But then, with a jolt, as if awaking from an unplanned nap, he arches his 
long back and with deliberate ease reaches into the carrier bag once more and extracts a plastic 
lunch-box containing a crab paste sandwich which he balances with trembling fingers on the 
ledge beside his mug.  So far, so good.

Ducking and turning in one smooth motion he carefully positions himself in front of a shabby 
deck-chair, plucks trouser fabric up into his groin for comfort and gradually descends whilst 
bending forward to look between his knees, making sure his sturdy suitcase is correctly placed 
beneath as a precaution for when the threadbare canvas eventually tears through.  Inch by inch 
he settles deeper, and as he recedes into the gloom he leans to the side, pulls back a miniature 
curtain from a peep-hole no bigger than an envelope, roughly sawn through the wooden wall 
of the hut, and cranes his neck to squint through it at the world outside.  
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He sees no vehicles or people and is only vaguely aware of the dismal thrum of traffic emanating 
from beyond the bedraggled thorny hedge which borders the road and is the limit of his view.  
He rearranges the curtain and slumps deeper into his corner, closes his eyes and drums his 
fingertips on the smooth surface of a stack of sharply folded newspapers beside him; he finds 
one every evening by the bins near the gate flapping on the ground like a wounded bird.  For 
a fleeting second a grim shadow, the merest shade of a frown, passes across his face smudging 
his lips and brow.

In a minute or two, he will pick up a mirror with a pink plastic frame and pull at the skin of his 
face searching for whiskers missed whilst shaving in his poorly lit bathroom.

c

Ten years ago, it had taken them three days to build his hut.

That summer the Council conscripted Italian prisoners of war to cut down trees in a field 
behind the picture house.  A higher Authority had allowed them to overlook the desperate 
need for work of their own indigenous army of demobbed soldiers who wandered the streets, 
destitute and increasingly forlorn.

He was a young man then and had stood in the road, clutching his half-empty suitcase, eyes 
streaming from the smoke of crackling fires burning ripped branches, some of which had tiny 
green leaves clinging to them like frightened children.  Fire finished the job axes and bow saws 
started.  Those big belted, bare-chested men, glistening fiercely, hacked and scraped the rolling 
landscape until it was smooth, then covered it with shiny black tarmac.  They made a car-park 
and painted the hut green in remembrance of the wild grass that once grew there.

It was in the same field when, as a child, his mother had taken his hand, the only time he could 
remember, and tugged him along, urgently hurrying, giddily floating, only for him to slip from 
her grip, stumble and graze his pristine skin.  He remembered her touch and how it had been 
worth the bloodshed.

c

It is now 8:21 am.

He sits in his deck-chair cradling a mug of tea and there he remains for a minute or two, eyes 
closed, acclimatising himself once again to his makeshift kingdom.  He stretches his long legs 
and welcomes the dim crush of emerging light.  A contented sigh slips through his teeth and he 
allows the tacky remains of a dreamless sleep to stitch the current day into a seamless extension 
of the day before where the interruption of evening and night-time were nothing more than a 
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vacant interlude in the ebb and flow of his existence.

His lips purse a kiss and he gently blows the skin from his tea then takes several staccato sips 
whilst perusing his collections of prized flotsam piled neatly on the foot-polished planks of 
the undulating floor.  Along the wall opposite stands a pyramid of battered tin boxes of all 
shapes and sizes, their faded labels printed with primitive images of sailing boats and smiling, 
bouncy girls wearing swim-suits and straw hats with ribbons.  Beside them stands a pillar of 
hub caps leaning drunkenly to the side, some have curiously designed letters and symbols 
embossed into their shiny, pitted skins.  He has hung the most interesting of them on the wall 
where rare needles of sunlight cause them to wink.  In the corner farthest from his chair lies a 
tumble-down heap of nuts and bolts, a cascade of shrapnel, some nuts united with their bolts 
while others remain orphaned.  Further back into the corner are a dozen delicately engraved 
perfume bottles, geometrically arranged, none of which is completely empty.  And finally, in 
pride of place it seems, beside the door, hangs a girl’s dress with a torn hem along with a pair 
of binoculars.

A car pulls up and the sudden rhythmic throb of its engine catapults him to the ticket-window 
where, blinking wildly, he passes a ticket into the palm of an impatient disembodied hand - he 
notices the finger nails are long and clean - and quickly fidgets the offered coins into a grubby 
tin before waving the car through and lurching back into inky black safety where he remains 
hunched and watchful.  Every so often at the remotest sound, real or imagined, he scowls at the 
window.
Soon he will play his little game.  In the dragging hours before the noonday rush he will trap a 
fly and peer at it between his slightly parted palms, mesmerised by its berserk buzzing.  He will 
wait patiently for it to fall silent and only grant the hapless insect its life by flinging it into the 
bright world where it belongs if someone should arrive at the ticket-window within the hour.  It 
cannot be just anyone though, not a random person asking directions or enquiring after a lost 
item, no, that someone, whoever it might be, he did not care, must come to his hut specifically 
to buy a parking ticket.  He has always been unambiguous on that point.  If no-one should 
come his palms will press together with tedious slowness until finally, fingers like forceps, he 
will hold up its tiny crushed body for inspection before dropping it into his brimming fly jar.

c

After the Italian prisoners had gone, an official at the Council, sporting a luxuriant black beard 
dusted with what looked like flakes of dried skin, handed him a key and in the voice of a 
clergyman bored with delivering the same old sermon, told him that everything he needed 
would be inside the hut.  He itched to get away but was only allowed to leave once the official 
had snatched his hand and given it a limp, slightly damp, shake; then he ran all the way from 
the Town Hall to the car-park, his suitcase banging against his knees with every stride.  Once 
inside the gleaming green hut, in the dusty darkness, he found it was exactly as the official 
had said.  Everything he needed for his job comprised only two objects, a folded deck-chair 
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propped against the wall and a shiny metal money-box which someone had placed on the 
windowsill, its lid open.

He stood still, taking stock, then roused himself and set about choosing a place for his chair, 
an exercise he conducted with exacting attention to every perceived threat.  He paced back 
and forth, his arms folded, peering at the window.  He stood in each corner in turn, bending 
forwards and backwards then leaning from the hips, first to one side, then the other.  He darted 
outside and using only his feet, measured the depth and width of each wall, stopping now and 
then to flip his hand like a pianist whilst grimacing, calculating perhaps whether approximate 
measurements would suffice, if only temporarily.

He had no friends or acquaintances and consequently knew no one to help him test his 
calculations or the position of his chair.  He could not, however, tolerate miscalculation or 
oversight, so he ventured into town to the hardware store, where he purchased a bundle of 
sticks and a ball of string from which he created a web of sight lines.

He squatted down and from every angle squinted up at the ticket-window, fretting and fussing, 
gauging his exposure to anyone who might approach the hut from any direction.  He measured 
and plotted every possible position then checked and rechecked, paced and evaluated, his arms 
outstretched and neck craning, to be sure he would be out of sight until the very last moment.  
It was imperative that, even on the brightest of summer’s days, sunlight would never penetrate 
his hiding place and in winter he was to be cocooned in a paraffin-heated womb.  So it was, 
every day afterwards, he looked out on a bright world framed in black like a television flashing 
and stuttering in a darkened room.

Later that first day he added an extra precaution; at eye level beside his chair, he cut a small hole 
in the wooden wall and dressed it with a miniature curtain.  A secret peep-hole which gave him 
an unobstructed view of the entire car-park.

When he was a boy, his mother too had hidden him from evil.  She had the gift to recognise the 
devil’s hand in places others did not dare to look.  Whenever evil came calling she would hold 
him lightly by the collar and lead him to the cupboard under the stairs where he sat for hours 
on end, curled up on a suitcase, hugging a coat to his stiffening knees while deathly silence 
hummed at the base of his skull.  He grew to know darkness, the changes in its texture and its 
shifting shapes in the inky swirl.  Sometimes, he would peek through cracks in the door and 
look out on the sunlit passageway, but never once did he see anyone, good or evil.  Most times 
he would doze until hushed voices nudged him and tugged drowsiness from him.  Always there 
was the dead, dull ruffling of a heavy coat and the tap and scuffle of leather soles as his mother 
bustled evil out the front door.  Seconds later, without a word, a key would turn in the lock 
and the little cupboard door would swing open an inch or two.  He always waited for nightfall, 
hardly breathing, before daring to crawl outside.
His mother paid penance so they might be redeemed.
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It is now 12:00 noon and savage heat mocks him for his crisp shirt, his tie and sharply pressed 
trousers.

He sits patiently awaiting the usual onslaught of lunchtime browsers bound for the brand new 
shopping centre and presently car after car materialises out of blistering haze, building to a 
queue, jostling and fretting like unruly schoolchildren.  From interior dark, each car window 
produces a flapping arm that carelessly throws small change onto the counter in exchange for 
a pink parking ticket.

They are all different, these arms, and in his seclusion he likes to think they have been sent to 
him as specimens of the various types of people in the world.  Some are muscular and gravy 
brown - ruthlessly assured: some are thin and china cup white - timid, anxious: some are 
thick and flabby, smelling of soap - indolent, blasphemous.  He knows the provenance of every 
one of them in the same way he knows the make and model of a vehicle from the throb of its 
engine.  He likes soft, doll-like arms best of all and fears those that hesitate, picturing their 
fingers curling around his wrist feeling for a pulse, drawing certain conclusions.  Divining the 
character of a person from the type of arm they possess is a gift he has neither the opportunity 
nor inclination to share.  

It is now 2:49pm and his head is reeling.  The relentless swelter has turned the contents of his 
skull to liquid which sloshes in a lazy tide while reflected images thrown up into his eyes grow 
into bloated, ghostly faces swimming in ink within the cars.  Coins become jelly to the touch 
and slip from his grip.  

The last of the queuing cars have dispersed, slotting sheepishly into their allotted spaces as if 
scolded for their behaviour.  With one last nodding sweep of the car-park he lurches backwards, 
reaching for his chair with the clumsiness of a man carrying a dead weight, groping his way 
around the walls, grasping any surface for support, twisting in his fist a sodden handkerchief 
which smells of fermenting cabbage and which fails to wipe away the needles pricking his eyes.  
Presently he will hear once again the slap of bullets smacking flesh.

c

He came of age at a time of war.

She wore a blazing smile, a blood-red gash against chiselled white teeth when they bade farewell.  
Mother and son had not touched or kissed but waved politely neither did he look back as he 
marched away awkwardly wooden in his stiffly pressed uniform, his suitcase stuffed to bursting 
gripped tightly at his side.
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He thought of her constantly during endless nights swaying sleepless in the belly of the steaming 
ship, his skin slippery with sweat.  At times he imagined her close by and watchful, stroking his 
hair and cheek, whispering into his ear while he pretended to sleep.  And often in the twilight 
of his dreams he saw her cleaning and shifting in the parlour at home, bewitched by the sway 
of her body as she spread herself across the table, rhythmically scrubbing at a speck, her eyes 
expectant, her mouth half-smiling when she caught him watching her.  Other times, it was her 
legs that fascinated him; plump and firm, they swished busily beneath her floral cotton dress 
the hem of which wafted her faint scent of rose water and burnt toast.  Then, as dawn broke, she 
would caution him to think only of her and deny the devil his temptations.

. . . be a good little soldier for your mummy

Then, as they had feared, one simmering morning the ship stopped heaving and shoulder to 
shoulder the soldiers marched their upholstered chests and jutting chins into a forest green 
furnace.

c
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Next Month’s Theme:

Infection
Infection.

Humans. Computers. Morality. Humour. 

Infection is a part of daily life. People are infected with colds or diseases, water can be 
infected with bacteria, a computer can be corrupted by a virus - you can even have an 

infectious laugh! An infection is a catalyst that spreads and changes something from one 
state to another.

We want your stories on the volatile being that is ‘infection’.

Our submission inbox 
(submissions@openingline.org) is open NOW and

our deadline is 11th January 2016.
Happy submitting! 


