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T h e  e d i t o r

DO NOT HAVE A GREEN THUMB. Gardening is not my thing and the first 
time that my Mum sat me down on the lawn in our backyard I was 
afraid. It’s not that I don’t like plants because I love getting flowers and 
it’s not that I don’t mind getting my hands dirty because I think that 
cleaning is free therapy. It’s just that whenever I water something, it 
doesn’t seem to grow.

I felt the same about writing. When I wrote something whether it 
was a poem or prose, it felt like it was stagnant. Like no matter 
how much I attempted watering it, it stayed buried in the same 
patch of dirt.

Luckily for me, things change.

When I garden, it’s not the fact that nature hates me but that my 
attitude towards the infant plant life was one that should not be had 
with a shovel in hand. It’s the same with writing. To write something 
worthwhile, you need to have an attitude of care. You need to be willing 
to tend to the words, learn more about the cultivation process and be 
patient.

That is what Fresh Produce is all about. It’s about planting an idea, 
watering it, pruning it back and seeing your full-fledged tree in the 
spring. The thoughts and ideas in this book have been tended to with 
love and care by their authors. Take some time to read them and be fed 
by the fresh produce of the Creative Writing class of Avondale College.

– Monique Long
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A  M a s t e r f u l  C e r e m o n y
Kerry Arbuckle

WITH GREAT PRECISION, JONAN AIMED THE 

LETTER OPENER. It hit the wall handle first 
and skittered across the stone floor. He 
sighed, twirled his torch, somehow caught it, 

and slipped it in his belt. Suddenly he whipped out his ruler and 
duelled the air until it was obvious he was beaten. The wooden 
torch in his belt had slowed him down; it was heavy, and his 
trousers were struggling to stay up. With every movement the 
big ring of keys on his belt jangled. Master Howard had seen 
something in Jonan. Just what was unclear, but Master Howard 
had named him as his successor. There had still been the tests, 
the trials to prove his worth, but he had just one more key to 
earn until he, Jonan, would be officially named the next Head 
Librarian.
Jonan the Librarian. It had a kind of ring to it.
‘Jonan.’ 
Jonan grimaced. The quiet tone of Master Howard’s voice 
carried easily through the still air and did not bode well. He 
stuffed the ruler in his belt, grabbed his compass off a nearby 
table and panicked. He couldn’t find his pencil. He ran his 
hands through his mousy hair and a finger snagged and flung 
the pencil from its place behind his ear. He picked it up in relief 
and replaced it.
‘Coming Master Howard!’ He turned and almost shrieked in 
surprise when he saw Master Howard standing right behind 
him, glaring up at him in disapproval.
‘Do you know why I chose you?’
‘Er…’
‘For your passion, your genuine love for books!’ Master 
Howard threw up his bony arms for emphasis and Jonan 
was impressed by just how large his hands looked and the 
energy of the bald, frail-looking man. ‘The others have 
become set in their ways. Patrons laugh at us behind our backs. 
There have always been those who laugh behind our backs, but 
some of them do it where we can hear it now! They borrow 

books, we demand them back and demand the late fees and 
they laugh! Our library used to be the finest around – now it’s 
just around. The books seem to circulate the city without ever 
returning to us.’
Jonan’s thin chest swelled. A quest! Master Howard was going 
to give him a quest! He’ll have to brave the unknown, rescue 
books in distress and face dangers untold to return them to the 
library! He would…
‘Jonan, I want you to travel into the duchies and buy new books 
for the library.’
‘Buy books?’
‘Of course. How else will we replenish our shelves?’
‘We can take the library back! By force if we have to! Demand 
respect, proper treatment of books and money owed.’
Master Howard sighed. ‘You’re young, Jonan. We are librarians, 
we glare and demand silence, and we help patrons find the right 
book. We don’t use force. When we took you in, your mother 
told me of your dream. You’re not a hero, Jonan and you never 
will be.’
‘Master Howard, I am twenty-eight now, and I can do anything 
if I put my mind to it.’
Master Howard sighed again. ‘Jonan you’ve been reading too 
many books.’
Master Howard left Jonan alone to seethe with indignation. 
When he had been a child he had dreamt of becoming a 
hero and having adventures, saving the world from certain 
destruction, but whenever he had brought this up, his mother 
would say something like, ‘What kind of creature’d be scared of 
you? With those sticks you call arms?’ or ‘Joey, heroes are brave.’ 
Not the best encouragement for a ten-year-old. 
So instead of going into training, his mother found him a job 
at the library, hoping it would kill his thirst for adventure. But 
how could it when he was surrounded by it? Working at the 
library just made it easier for him to read about heroes. He 
could dream about being one. He learnt all about swords and 

01



2

horse riding and even read one very educational book that had a 
lot of useful tips on wenching.  
The library building was old and had once been a mansion. 
Three storeys of stone reached up into the sky while there were 
another two levels of basement. Jonan was in the lowest level 
of the basement, in the old armoury. It was a strange place, not 
easily accessible from the upper floors. He liked to come down 
here and practise but he had never used the old, neglected 
swords hung on the walls in racks. They were surprisingly heavy. 
Jonan pulled out his compass. The library was a maze of shelves, 
a labyrinth that even the most experienced Librarian would 
not brave without one. He made his way to the dormitory. 
It used to be the mansion hall, now it was a barracks-style 
chamber, with rows of beds lining the middle of the floor and 
walls lined with shelves of books. As he strode through the 
library, spaces seemed to jump out at him. Spaces where there 
should be books. Some of the shelves were completely filled 
with spaces; in fact, you could say they were bloody empty. The 
spaces seemed to fill Jonan’s vision making him more and more 
indignant. How dare they take our books! How dare they steal 
them! That’s what they were doing, stealing. Who ‘they’ were 
exactly was an unimportant detail to Jonan’s rage. 
All the librarians were looking unusually alert when Jonan 
strode into the room. His chest swelled with pride. Capable – 
no… standing bodies ready for action! It was then he noticed an 
irritable Master Howard in inspection mode. 
‘Jonan, this is your bed is it not?’
Jonan just stared at him. Master Howard knew it was his 
bed. He had been the one who had assigned it to Jonan 
thirteen years ago. He glanced around the room, taking in 
the meticulously made beds, spotless tables and neatly closed 
trunks, not a carelessly discarded sock in sight. Oh. One of 
those inspections. Jonan’s eyes reluctantly returned to his 
own sleeping space. His trunk was flung open, crumpled and 
apparently clean clothing spewing out of its maw. The covers on 
his bed were flung back and lopsided, one side only just covered 
the bed while the other pooled on the stone floor. And his 
small table was covered in crumpled paper, books and, for some 
reason, a half eaten apple.
‘Oh.’
‘Is that all you have to say?’
Jonan said nothing. When Master Howard was in one of his 
moods, anything you said could and would be taken out of 
context, twisted, and become your very own doomsday device.
Someone sneezed. Master Howard whipped around and glared 
at the suspiciously innocent-looking group of librarians. 
‘Mr Hugh, take Young John and finish cataloguing the 
restricted section,’ Master Howard barked angrily. His words 

were punctuated by a few gasps from the group.
The restricted section was restricted for a reason. It was where 
they had locked the magic books when the Magik had deemed 
the post of librarian beneath them. None of the current 
staff had the Talent to handle them safely. Most books were 
harmless, but without the ability to sense magic, you couldn’t 
tell. They had completed half the cataloguing so far with 
only three fatalities. You caught other, less serious symptoms 
from working with those books. Like Young John. He had an 
imaginary friend who could be seen if you squinted and looked 
at his shoulder, out of the corner of your eye. Made from a 
book’s magic, his friend could tell which books were deadly. As 
for the other unsafe kind, it was like a lucky dip. The prize is not 
getting one.
Hugh stepped forward, looking pale. Like all the librarians 
except Jonan, he was past his prime. Young John stepped 
forward more enthusiastically. He had named his friend Pongo, 
and Pongo seemed to be anxious for more imaginary company. 
Young John was the oldest librarian after Howard, though he 
somehow looked even older and yet ageless, like old leather. His 
age, if you asked him, was roughly seventy and had been for 
about ten years. 
Hugh and Young John left the room and headed towards the 
stairs. The restricted section was on the top floor, occupying half 
of it. 
Master Howard gave Jonan another dark look, and 
followed them out of the hall and up the stairs to unlock 
the door that, depending on your perspective, protected or 
kept in the magic books.   He stretched and asked casually: ‘So. 
Whose apple is it?’
Silence answered him. Jonan was looking at Frank. Frank stared 
back at him, daring him to ask. 
‘You know it is against the rules to eat in here. You also know 
there’s no way you can pin that on me as I haven’t been in here 
for hours and,” Jonan picked up the apple and showed them the 
white inside, ‘this is fresh.’
‘It’s mine,’ said a trembling voice. The man was bent almost 
double, yet still able to look steadily into Jonan’s eyes. 
The others despised Jonan for his dramatic and sudden rise 
in the hierarchy. Particularly those with any ambition, small 
as it was, as the only power Head Librarian had was over a 
decreasing store of books and an old building falling into 
disrepair. The biggest perk to this lot was the opportunity to 
lord it over everyone else. Traditionally, the position had gone 
to the most senior and experienced librarian, which would have 
meant Young John, but, to everyone’s relief, he had no wish for 
the responsibility, spending most of his time lurking around the 
top floor and a certain locked door. 
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But Jonan was not intimidating; he would have trouble scaring 
a dust-bunny. And they had plenty of those hopping around 
the top floor leaving dusty footprints everywhere. They were 
beginning to be a problem, breeding like, well, bunnies.
‘Et tu, Brett?’
‘Eh?’ asked Brett.
‘Never mind. I know why you did it. Master Howard is in a foul 
mood for some reason. I just wanted to give it back.’ He handed 
Brett the apple and Brett immediately started munching on it 
happily.
‘Funny that,’ Frank said suddenly. ‘He was fine ‘til he went 
lookin’ fer a certain ‘prentice Master. How’s that goin’ by the 
way? Run into any dangerous dust monsters down there, or is 
you still havin’ difficulties pickin’ up a sword?’
The others snickered at this. Jonan went red. He thought he’d 
been very careful to make sure none of the others figured out 
what he did in the basement. Not until he was a little more 
practised at least. Unable to think of a thing to say to this, 
Jonan focused on something else.
‘Are you,’ he said.
Frank’s smile faded to confusion. ‘Er, what?’ After a struggle his 
look darkened. ‘Here, just what are you tryin’ to say?’ 
‘You should have said “are you still having difficulties”. Not “is” 
you.’
Still confused, Frank turned to the others: ‘What’s he on about?’
‘He means you didn’t speak proper when you was taunting him.’
Master Howard’s return interrupted the conversation. He was 
smiling when he entered the room, though when he glanced at 
Brett his smile flickered a little. Brett was slow to hide his apple.
‘Jonan. I’ve decided. Tonight you will receive the last key. Then 
you will be the next Master.’
That night everyone gathered on the first basement level. As the 
group organised itself into a line in front of the only surviving 
door from the library’s establishment, Master Howard entered 
the room beyond, leaving the door open. The room was empty; 
the door was just symbolic, or supposed to be. As Master 
Howard stood waiting, he crossed his arms and drummed with 
his fingers, and his eyes narrowed as a couple of librarians 
argued over where they should stand. Finally he snapped at 
them: ‘It doesn’t bloody matter!’
The problem instantly disappeared and the line was formed. 
Master Howard ceremoniously lifted what looked like a stuffed 
owl with a brim and placed it on his head. The combination of 
faded yellow robe and grey owl hat made him look ridiculous. 
‘Who comes to learn the ways of the librarian, who has walked 
the path and is ready to become the next guardian and caretaker 
of this noble and great library?’ Master Howard intoned.
‘Guardian,’ Jonan muttered loudly as he stepped forward. This 
whole thing was absurd; he was having a hard time taking the 
ritual seriously.
‘Shut up, Jonan,’ Master Howard hissed irritably before 

continuing in a mystical voice. ‘Are you ready to prove your 
worth?’
‘You know, this is bloody ridiculous. “Noble and great library”. 
Okay, okay. Yes, I who come am ready.’
‘Then answer me this – what do we guard so diligently?’
‘Knowledge,’ Jonan answered, rolling his eyes.
‘Correct. Pass through the final barrier.’
Jonan sighed loudly to Master Howard ’s annoyance as he 
stepped through the open door.
The others gasped and clapped as they were supposed to, and 
Master Howard handed Jonan an old key. It was a copy of 
the key to the restricted section. All the keys he had been 
given were copies. He would receive the originals once Master 
Howard had passed on. Then he in turn would pass on the 
copies to his own successor, once he had chosen him. He 
wouldn’t truly be Head Librarian until Master Howard died. 
Though he would have the title, in theory, and run the library, in 
theory. And from now on, Master Howard would be referred to 
as Post-Master Howard, in theory, and Jonan was now Master 
Jonan, in theory. In practice, things weren’t likely to change one 
bloody jot.



THE BATHROOM WASN’T ANYTHING SPECIAL. White 
tiled floor with a white shower alone on the left 
wall. It had a curtain for the front and right side 
partition, a white sink in the front right corner 

facing the left wall and a white bath against the right and back 
wall. It was in a horrible condition, everything was covered in 
dust. Except for the bike leaning against the sink. It looked 
shiny and new. 
The house had belonged to my aunt. There was another 
bathroom, so this one had gone unused. Still, it wasn’t like my 
aunt to leave a room as neglected as this. The shiny new bike 
confused me but then, David’s son’s birthday had been a few 
days after Midge’s sudden death. It was probably his intended 
gift.
I closed the door and went to the kitchen, my kitchen now. I 
was surprised to be the one to inherit the house. I was the only 
one in our family still single. I had been happy with my flat, 
but what kind of crazy person would say no to a free house? No 
mortgage to pay, no loan to pay off, it’s completely mine. 
I found the disinfectant and a bucket. I’ll start with the 
shower, I thought, finding an old shirt to use as a rag and 
taking everything back to the bathroom. I opened the door and 
stepped inside.
‘GET OFF!’
I almost slipped over in my shock and looked down at a small 
child sitting on a sleeping bag in the middle of the floor. An 
opened bag of chips with its crumbs scattered everywhere and a 
spilt soda bottle sat next to the little girl. She clutched a Barbie 
doll as she glared up at me.
‘Get off, get off Sally!’ the girl shrieked, lunging at my foot and 
tugging at another doll I was standing on.
I fled the room and closed the door. What happened to the 
bike? What is wrong with me? How did that child get into my 
house without me noticing? I opened the door ready to scold 
the rude little girl.

‘Bwerk.’ 
Every surface was covered in chickens. As I stood there, 
three of them squawked loudly and made a dash for 
freedom. I ducked out of their way and slammed the door, 
watching the chickens flap their way down the hallway. I 
felt close to tears, this kind of thing just wasn’t supposed to 
happen. My eyes returned to the door. I felt drawn to it despite 
my fear. What will be behind the door this time?
This can’t be real. I must be dreaming, there must be some 
rational explanation. If I open the door again, nothing will be 
there. My mind is just playing tricks because I’m not used to 
having such a big quiet house to myself. Yes that’s it. I’m being 
stupid.
I flung the door open and immediately slammed it again. That 
lion looked damn real from here.
‘It’s that bastard Kevin.’
It makes perfect sense. He had given me some mushrooms 
because he knew I loved to have them on toast for breakfast. He 
probably gave me the wrong kind as a joke; it’s just like him. 
How long does it take for it to wear off ? I had no idea, so I 
went to my bedroom and lounged on the bed and read my book.
Two hours later, I felt ready to face cleaning again. I had left the 
bucket, rag and disinfectant in the bathroom so there I returned. 
With a deep breath I reached out, turned the doorknob and 
the door swung open. I stared. The bucket, rag and disinfectant 
were gone. So were the shower, bath and sink. In fact the whole 
bathroom was gone. In its place… 
‘That’s Saturn,’ I said flatly. A comet streaked past in front of 
me.
Calmly, I closed the door and started to laugh. 
There was a knock at the front door. It opened and my brother’s 
voice called, ‘Em?’
I couldn’t stop laughing. I was starting to feel a little hysterical. 
David’s head peered around the corner into the hall with a 
worried expression.

A  U n i q u e l y  O r i g i n a l 
B a t h r o o m  E x p e r i e n c e
Kerry Arbuckle
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‘Are you okay Em?’ he asked, coming closer. ‘Why are there 
three chickens in the kitchen?’
I fought to control my laughter and pointed at the bathroom 
door. Tears ran down my face as I managed to swallow my 
shrieks only to start choking on sobs. What if there’s nothing 
there now?
Giving me another worried look, David opened the door.
‘Wait!’ I called way too late.
‘Oh dear.’ Was all David said.
I looked around him and started giggling again. An apple tree 
was growing in the middle of the room.
‘I see why you’re upset now. It will probably cost a bit to get this 
fixed.’
I reached past him and closed the door.
‘Em! Do you want my help or not? I was going to have a closer 
look.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry. Go ahead.’
David opened the door. ‘What the…’
‘… Faaaall, on your knees! Oh heeeaar, the angel voices…’ sang 
the small choir of boys.
‘Do you see it too?’ I asked hopefully.
David just stood with his mouth opening and closing. I took 
that as a yes.
I closed the door and David seemed to come out of his daze. 
‘Impossible.’
‘You missed seeing Saturn up close.’
‘What? No that’s crazy. There must be a gas leak in there or 
something that causes hallucinations.’
David shook his head and opened the door once more.
‘Lala!’
‘Poe!’
I stared blankly as David exclaimed, ‘Teletubbies?!’
He walked in and pushed the purple one. As it fell over, it 
and the others made distressed noises as David turned back 
to me. 
‘They’re real!’
‘I can’t deal with this!’ I cried and closed the door.
I told the police David had never reached my house but some 
neighbours said differently. Of course nothing could be proved. 
I returned to my house and withdrew from the world. Everyday, 
I spent opening and closing the door, searching. Eating the 
scraps family that still worried about me brought. As the years 
passed I became the crazy neighbourhood witch to the children. 
As the years passed I slowly wasted away on my meagre diet, my 
appearance confirming the rumour in the kids’ eyes. But I don’t 
care. I will keep searching for my brother. My David.



R e d  L i g h t
G r e e n  L i g h t
Kirsten Bolinger

erry’s failing ears could not hear the high pitch alarm. It rang through 
the room telling him there were kinks in one of the lines of the dialysis 
machine.
Sandy spoke up in her soft voice that sounded like steam rising off a hot 
drink: ‘Jerry honey, the machine’s beeping. There’s something wrong, you 
have to check the tubes.’  
Jerry leaned out of his overstuffed recliner to help his wife adjust the 
clear plastic tubing that ran like plumbing into her chest.
‘Aw now look what you’ve gone and done Sandy. I saw you twist up 
those lines when I wasn’t looking,’ Jerry said with a wink. 
The wrinkles in her tired face began to appear one by one as the pain 
increased. Jerry pulled the tape that held the line and small flakes of her 
flesh came with it. He didn’t offer an apology because she just would 
have scolded him. 
Jerry scanned the rest of the lines, checking the blood flow, checking the 
monitor; he had become an expert with this machine. 
Sometime last year he had taken classes; he wanted to learn the dialysis 
process himself so Sandy could spend her last days at home. 
He looked at her beautiful face; the once bright complexion now 
resembled the forgotten ashes in an earthen fireplace. 
‘Jerry honey, what are you thinking?’ Sandy asked as he stared at her. 
‘No, nothing. Just try to relax. I’ll go get you some water.’ 
Jerry’s tall frame lumbered up out of his chair, the blue plaid shirt he 
wore was one of the fifty he owned, all the same colour. 
Jerry is colour blind. 
He closes his eyes as the machine next to him works hard to keep his 
wife alive. He lets himself drift back in his memory to the day of his 
exam at the Police Academy. 
Jerry had studied hard for that day, the only thing holding him back was 
his colour blindness. Unable to tell green from red was a big problem 
when you had to drive around in a squad car for the majority of your 
career. 
‘Now Jerry,’ his father had said again and again when he was learning 
to drive, ‘remember that the red light is on top and the green is on the 
bottom when you’re at a stop light.’ 
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If he could make it through the colour identification part of the test he 
would be safe and he’d never have to worry about it again. 
Jerry laughed to himself as he thought how ridiculous he was for 
choosing one of the only careers where colour blindness would be a 
problem. 
He walked into the station to take his exam and there she was. 
She wasn’t a tall woman – average height. She flitted about the room 
like a little hummingbird, fussing over this and fiddling with that as 
she answered phones and took notes. He thought she looked a bit like 
an octopus with her hands going in eight different directions, but all 
working together at the same time. 
She had hazel eyes that seemed to pop in contrast with her hunter green 
knit sweater. The beehive on top of her head looked like it had been 
carved out of stone, never moving an inch, despite how much her body 
raced around the room. 
‘Can I help you love?’ she said in her Australian accent. 
Jerry didn’t know what to say; he suddenly forgot why he was in this 
building. 
‘Are you here for the exam dear?’ she tried again with no response. ‘Well 
my name is Sandy. Have a seat over there and when you remember why 
you’re here, I’ll be happy to help.’ 
Jerry shuffled over to the line of burnt orange plastic chairs that were 
neatly lined up against the front window of the station. He sat down on 
the one closest to Sandy’s workstation. 
He glanced up at the clock and realised he had about an hour 
before his exam started. He pulled out his flash cards – the f irst one 
read: YELLOW. He smirked to himself for a second as he looked 
at the orange background of the card. He knew well that orange was 
supposedly yellow. As he flipped through them a fly buzzed by his ear. 
Jerry swatted at it as it landed on the shiny plastic chair to his left and 
to his surprise, he felt it squish under the pressure of his large palm.
The inside of the fly streaked across the hard plastic as he lifted his 
hand. ‘Great,’ he thought, ‘now I’ve got fly guts to deal with as well.’ 
He glanced over to Sandy and saw her quickly look away trying to hide 
a giggle. 
‘Come over here doll,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a tissue for yah.’
He got up, forgetting the stack of flash cards on his lap; they fell to the 
floor right as someone opened the front door, letting in a breeze that 
scattered them all across the lobby. The blood in Jerry’s face drained as 
he saw who had opened the door – the chief of police. His cards were 
sprawled out everywhere. If the police chief saw what was on them it 
would be obvious to him why Jerry was studying colours. 
He suddenly realised Sandy was standing next to him with one of his 
cards in her hand, she read out: ‘GREEN’. She looked at him, looked at 
the card, then looked at the police chief who was reaching down for one 
of Jerry’s cards. 
‘Ronald! Sweetheart!’ she yelled to the police chief. ‘Where have you 
been? I went and got your lunch over an hour ago, it must be cold 
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now…’
Sandy’s voice trailed off as she pulled the police chief down the hall 
towards his office. 
‘Sandy! Would you slow down, that boy needs some help picking up 
those cards of his,’ he argued. 
Jerry scrambled around the lobby picking up his cards, not letting his 
heart slow down until he heard the door to the office shut. 
He collected them all and sat down, wondering if Sandy was going to 
rat him out. 
The sound of high heals clicked toward him. With each tap his heart 
rate quickened with fear. He was prepared for Sandy to ask him to leave.
‘You missed one,’ she said as she walked toward him holding the red 
card. Her slender hips swayed and she wore a funny little smirk as she 
took a seat next to Jerry on the orange plastic chairs. 
‘I hate these chairs,’ she said. ‘I told Ronald to get the blue ones but he 
went with this ugly yellow, as you can see… or can you?’ 
Jerry tilted his head to look at her out of the corner of his eye, ‘I 
thought they were orange.’
She slowly started to shake, covering her mouth with her hand, and 
then like a firecracker she let out a loud rumble of laughter. It was the 
loudest thing Jerry had ever heard come out of such a small person. 
She kept on laughing, tears burning her eyes, and Jerry couldn’t help but 
smile. 
‘Jerry honey, wake up love, the dialysis is done,’ Sandy said, just a hint 
of her Aussie accent was left after all these years living with him in 
California. 
‘Yes of course, just sit back I’ll unhook yah,’ he said as he began 
removing some of the tubes that connected her to the machine. 
He looked at her face and he could still hear her thunderous laugh 
echoing through his ears. Had it been that long? It would have 
been over thirty years now he guessed, but it felt more like sixty 
from the lines of pain in Sandy’s brow. 
Sandy had never really been healthy. Her poor life choices when she was 
young had stopped her life before it began, smoking, eating anything 
she pleased. He didn’t care though. He would rather have her and lose 
her than never have her at all. 
They got married at Jon Plackard’s place. It was a beautiful farm with a 
plush green yard and a tyre swing hanging from an old willow tree. 
They had said their vows under that tree, not knowing then how soon he 
would experience the ‘in sickness’ part of the contract. 
‘I don’t want to wear white for the wedding Jerry,’ Sandy had told him. 
‘I think I’ll wear blue, seeing as how we’ve already both been married. I 
don’t think I should wear white. Besides, blue is your favourite colour.’ 
‘Well it is the only colour I can see properly Sandy. I guess you could 
call it my favourite though,’ said Jerry.
Sandy lay in the hospital bed, struggling to breath. Their family had 
been trying to come in and visit all day, to ‘say good bye’ they kept 
saying. Even Barb, Sandy’s sister, had flown up from Australia to ‘say 
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goodbye’.
The stark white of the room was beginning to hurt Jerry’s swollen eyes. 
He hadn’t slept more than a couple of hours in the last two days. 
It was a cold evening and they had been at home. He had woken to 
Sandy breathing heavily, looking at him with glazed eyes as if looking 
through him. Her stare had startled him out of his sleepy reality. 
His aging frame had managed to quickly jump out of bed and rush to 
where she slept, sitting up in a chair across the bedroom. 
‘Sandy? Sandy, are you awake, what’s wrong? Can you hear me?’ he said 
to her. 
He picked up the phone and dialled Dr Saunders’ number. He had 
memorised it a long time ago. 
‘Hello, Dr Saunders? I’m so sorry to be calling at such an early hour but 
Sandy’s not responding, something is wrong. I think I should call an 
ambulance.’
Jerry sat, kneeling at Sandy’s feet, looking up at her. He rested his head 
in her open hands, listening to her breathing, half hoping it would just 
fade away and half wanting it to never stop. 
‘Jerry?’ Sandy whispered.
‘Yes love, I’m right here. An ambulance is on its way,’ he said. 
‘Don’t bother this time darling. I think this is it.’ 
She let him bury his face in her hands, her pink floral print nightgown 
getting damp from his tears. 
She knew he didn’t want to let her go but didn’t want to watch her 
suffer either.
‘Jerry, it’s ok, you know I’m ready. Do you remember that day Jerry? The 
day we met,’ she said with a smile that masked the pain she was feeling. 
‘You cheeky little thing, did you really think I would tell on you?’
Jerry couldn’t help but laugh through his tears, ‘I knew then I would 
have to marry you, so you would keep my secret.’ 
He looked up at her, her eyes flashed again, as if she was wearing that 
hunter green sweater again, or at least he thought it had been hunter 
green. 
‘You know I love that only you can see the real colour of my eyes Jerry. 
You always insisted they were hazel, you silly man,’ Sandy said, her voice 
fading like a candle at the end of its wick. 
Jerry saw the lights from the ambulance flash across the white lace 
curtains. 
He knew he had to get Sandy’s things so her hair wouldn’t go flat 
while she was in the hospital. She would never forgive him if he 
forgot her things.
The paramedics loaded Sandy into the ambulance as she murmured 
things about hazel eyes and police officers. 
The flowers that everyone had brought made a stark contrast to the still 
form that lay in the hospital bed next to Jerry.
The doctor had pronounced Sandy dead fifteen minutes ago and said he 
could have some time alone with her before they took her away. 
He pulled out his wallet, peering into the flap he found a tattered piece 
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of paper. 
Unfolding it slowly until it lay flat in his palm. There in bold letters was 
the word RED. 
He placed it in Sandy’s hand that felt like a cold flame. ‘You missed one,’ 
he said, as he closed her palm around it.



E m e r g i n g  S h a d o w
Laurie Brown
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BANG BANG BANG

‘Uhrg…’ I moaned pulling the blankets over my 
head.
Bang Bang Bang

‘Alright, alright I’m coming!
‘Uncivilized people bashing on my door at one o’clock in the 
morning,’ I mumbled.
As I shuffled down the hallway, the banging intensified but 
when I turned the front light on it stopped.
I prayed it wasn’t the neighbour’s kids again, threw open the 
door and…
‘Hurry up Basil, or we’ll be late.’
‘Wharg?’ I answered in my half dazed state, staring up at the 
man on my doorstep.
He wore a tattered brown suit with patched elbows, had scruffy 
brown hair which poked out in all directions, and his face was 
smeared with grime.
‘Marcus?’
‘Come on, we need to get to the station or we’ll miss him, and 
I’m so close this time.’
‘Miss who?’ I asked becoming more awake by the moment.
‘The Shadow. Don’t worry, I’ll explain everything in the car.’
I was now fully awake and filling with excitement as though 
I was siphoning it off Marcus. ‘OK, but let me quickly get 
dressed.’
I dashed around the house grabbing clothes while Marcus stood 
in the doorway repeatedly flipping a coin and catching it.
‘Hurry, Basil,’ Marcus said stopping his action. ‘I’ll meet you in 
the car.’
Finally done, I slipped into the passenger seat and we were off, 
racing down the street in Marcus’ rusty, beat-up mini.
‘Now, what’s this all about some shadow?’
‘He’s not just some shadow, he is The Shadow,’ Marcus told me 
as we jolted around a corner.
‘It all started several years ago; it was my first case with the 

Force, a kidnapping. The child, Ellen Thomson was taken from 
her cradle and not a single clue was to be found, no witnesses 
or suspicious circumstances, not even a ransom note. Now we 
searched high and low for this little girl, or anything that would 
point us in the right direction, but nothing appeared. Then, 
three days later she was found wrapped up in a basket at the 
train station not two blocks from where she was taken.
‘Well, as you can imagine, Basil, we were all perplexed, but as no 
harm had been done to her and we still couldn’t find anything 
that told us who did it, the case was put aside.’
‘Something tells me, Marcus, that this isn’t the only time this 
has happened.’
‘Spot on, Basil. It has happened a total of eleven times since 
that first case and in every instance the child has been found 
three days later unharmed, wrapped-up and in a basket on a 
local train platform. And every time we have failed to find a 
single clue or apprehend them placing the child at the station.’
‘I take it by the way you are so eager to get to get somewhere, 
that we are heading for the station this morning and that it has 
happened again.’
‘Spot on, but this time I know when he will deliver the child’’
‘But if there are no clues, how do you know?’
‘He has made one mistake; but here I’ll let you read the 
newspaper article for yourself.’
Marcus reached into his jacket pocket with one hand and 
pulled out a folded piece of paper, handing it over to me 
and skilfully avoiding a large pothole at the same time. It 
was from the Local Gazette two mornings ago.
Shadow Takes Baby Number 13.
Residents in Parkway Avenue were awakened this morning by 
the cries of Anna Brant as she discovered the disappearance of 
her 12 month girl old Leighla.
Mrs Brant told police that she had checked in on her at 1:30am 
but that when she went back for a feed at 3:00am her baby was 
gone. Police were quick to respond to the scene and searched 
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the house and surrounding area but were unable to determine 
who is responsible or how they abducted the little girl.
This is the 13th time this kind of kidnapping has occurred in 
recent years so it is assumed that the culprit is the one known 
as The Shadow. With positive results for previous families the 
Brant family has plenty of hope that their daughter will be 
found safe and sound.
‘Ok, so what am I supposed to find in this newspaper clipping 
that breaks this case wide open?’ I asked as Marcus wove 
through the streets.
‘His mistake is the time of the kidnapping: because Leighla 
went missing between 1:00 and 3:00am, if the perpetrator is 
true to form, he will place her on the station platform before 3 
o’clock on the third day, which is this morning.’
‘“But why do you need my help? I’m sure you could have gotten 
several other guys from the force to give you a hand.’
‘Ah, but you, Basil, are uniquely suited to help me apprehend 
our quarry. You see, you don’t look or act like a police officer − 
from the virtue of not being one − so if you are seen he won’t 
instantly flee, thus giving us better odds of capturing him.’
‘If you say so, but I think that if he sees anyone at the station at 
this obscene hour of the morning, he’ll be suspicious anyway.’
‘Maybe, maybe not, but it’s a risk we’ll have to take if we want 
to catch him. Hang on, we’re almost there.’
With that, Marcus swerved around the corner and into the 
empty parking lot. 
After parking near the entrance, we got out and walked across 
the gravel trying to look casual, even though Marcus was still in 
a hurry to set up for his ambush.
The station had been around for quite a few years, so the brick 
walls of the single ticket booth in the middle of the platform 
were covered in moss; the shingled roof had a couple of cracked 
tiles, but most seemed in good repair. As a local station, it had 
only a single platform running from East to West, and only one 
bench positioned on the Western side of the ticket booth.
Because of the hour it was completely deserted.
‘Ok Basil, what I want you to do is to sit on the bench and act 
like you’re almost asleep. When he appears, I want you to wait 
until he’s placed the basket on the platform, then yell at him to 
get his attention.’
‘And what will you be doing?’
‘I’ll be on the other side of the ticket booth curled up against 
the wall, pretending to be a homeless person. When you yell 
and have his attention, I’ll jump him from behind and pin him 
to the ground.’
Marcus grinned and patted me on the back, then walked off and 
around the building.
I moved off and sat down on the bench, ‘Why does it have to be 

so cold?’ I mumbled pulling my coat tighter around me.
We had arrived at the station a little after quarter past one and 
waited for two hours in the cold before anything happened. By 
that time the heat and excitement of the chase had well and 
truly worn off and instead of acting as if I was asleep, I almost 
was.
Right on 2:30, the post train pulled into the station and the 
engineer got out with the mail sack slung over one overalled 
shoulder. He hardly gave me a glance as he opened the ticket 
booth, placed the sack inside, shut and locked the door and 
headed back to the train.
As he was entering the control cabin someone detached from 
the back of the train and walked towards the booth. Trying not 
to appear as if I were paying attention, I noticed that the person 
was a little under average height, wore a navy blue cloak flowing 
from shoulder to the tops of the black boots, obscuring any 
details of what he or she really looked like. The hood was pulled 
up far enough that it created a shadow and I couldn’t see the 
face. The person also carried a wicker basket on the left hand 
side. This is our guy I thought.
At the ticket booth the guy in the cloak put the basket down, 
looked to see if I was watching and then turned to leave. 
‘HEY YOU!’ I shouted.
Turning to face me, he didn’t see Marcus explode from 
around the building.
Marcus tackled him from behind and pinned the guy’s arms to 
his sides, and pulling him to the ground, got on top of him.
‘Now let’s see who The Shadow really is,’ and with that he 
pulled the hood back to reveal the misshapen face of a young 
woman.
‘Violet!’ Marcus whispered. ‘No, it can’t be you! You died, I saw 
you die, no, no, no this can’t be right.’
I stood watching as Marcus stood up and backed away. He 
asked in a dead voice, ‘Did you do it?’
As she rose to her feet, facing Marcus, Violet nodded.
Marcus stood with a look of shock on his face at Violet’s 
confession.
As she spoke, she took small steps backwards as if she was a 
little frightened of what Marcus would do to her when he came 
to his senses.
‘But why did you do it?’ I asked glancing at Marcus, hoping this 
would draw him out.
Violet stopped, a sad smile appearing on her disfigured face, and 
a small tear rolled down her cheek. 
‘I loved Marcus so much, but when the accident occurred 
which gave me this,’ she waved at her face. She looked back 
imploringly to Marcus, ‘I couldn’t face him and because he 
thought I was dead, I thought it would be better if we both 
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moved on. I jumped on the first train leaving town and tried 
not to look back, but I kept remembering all of the good times 
we had had together and I wanted Marcus to think about me 
as much as I was about him. But I still didn’t want him to see 
my face, so I created this situation where even though Marcus 
wouldn’t know who I am, he would still be thinking about me, 
and that’s all that mattered.’
A slight rumbling had filled the air as Violet had been talking.
Violet spun around, took two steps and jumped off the platform, 
right in front of a freight train.
I lurched forward, but I knew there was nothing I could do.
When the train had passed, I slowly moved towards the edge 
of the platform and peered down, but there was nothing to see; 
whether Violet had made her escape, or was splattered on the 
front of the train I didn’t know, nor did I want to.
Turning around, I picked up the basket.
 ‘Come on then, Marcus, we had best get little Leighla home.’
Still a little shaken Marcus just nodded his head, turned and 
headed for the parking lot.
We trudged back to the mini in silence, and then headed for 
Parkway Avenue to return Leighla to her parents.
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G o o d  M o r n i n g
Kimberley Ellison

lsa’s hands rested silently on a pale yellow blanket. There were voices 
outside; women gossiping in hushed tones. Her eyes flickered open, and 
she blinked twice. Disinfectant, mixed with the faint smell of old urine 
filled her nostrils. Confusion awoke in her pale blue eyes, and her breath 
came in a rush. 
Where am I? Her lips made the words, but no sound came out. 
Hesitant panic closed around her chest. She knew this place; 
she’d seen it before. That dark wooden wardrobe, and the grey-
blue curtain blocking off the other half of the room. It was like a 
memory from a dream. But...how did she get here? She tried to sit up, 
bracing her arms beside her on the bed. Her stomach muscles trembled 
and she fell back. What had happened to her? 
Troubled, but unsure of herself, she examined her immediate 
surroundings more closely. Her single bed, pale yellow blankets and 
white sheets, with three pillows, was in the middle of the sectioned-off 
room, with the head up against a wall. She thought she could see the 
light from a window creeping around the edges of the dividing curtain, 
but apart from that, it was even and grey. It was impossible to tell what 
time of day it was. Opposite the foot of the bed were a wardrobe and 
some shelves, with some flowers in a vase. Tulips. They were hot pink 
– lovely and bright, but they drooped, as though they were tired. There 
were a few cards mounted beside them. Maybe it was a hospital. Maybe 
she’d been in an accident! That must be it. But surely, she thought, if 
there had been an accident, her mother would be here. She tried moving 
all her limbs. They all worked, although they seemed heavy. There were 
no wounds on her body – not that she could find, anyway. But her 
hands! Her hands were shrivelled and bony. Not like they were supposed 
to be. She felt the skin on her face. It was soft and dry and loose, and 
it hung like an old pair of undies with elastic that had given up, she 
thought disgustedly. 
Old. She felt old. And so very tired.
But the need to know what had happened to her kept her mind in 
overdrive, and she began sifting through her memories, searching for 
a clue. What was the most recent thing that she remembered? She 
imagined her brain was a filing cabinet, and her deft fingers flipped 
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through each folder, her inner eyes skimming each document and 
checking the date. That system had never failed her in her work at the 
office of Weatherby & Co. Mr Weatherby always told her she was the 
best secretary he’d ever employed. 
Mr Weatherby! She froze, horrified. What would he think of her! She 
hadn’t asked for permission to take leave. It was hardly her fault – after 
all, she didn’t even know where she was – but still, she had an awful 
twisted feeling in the bottom of her gut. Elsa Blackworth did not let 
people down. She knew at least that much.
There was a phone on a bedside table near her head, and she reached 
for it with her trembling, wrinkled hand. On a yellow post-it note stuck 
to the phone were some instructions. Dial 842, then the number you 
want to call. Shaking, she dialled the numbers. Eight, four, two, then...
her finger worked by itself, pressing numbers her mind didn’t remember. 
She had dialled it a million times before, but she couldn’t consciously 
remember a single digit. It started ringing. Elsa traced the dust around 
the keypad nervously with her spare hand. She didn’t even know what to 
tell him when he answered. 
‘Hello, this is Peter,’ an outgoing young man’s voice said through the 
plastic held to her ear. ‘Er...hello...is this...is this Weatherby & Co, the 
solicitors?’ Elsa asked, thrown off by the unfamiliar voice.
‘No, it isn’t, ma’am. I think you might have the wrong number.’ 
‘Oh! Are you...are you certain? I was sure this was Mr Weatherby’s 
office.’ The lines on Elsa’s forehead deepened. Did nothing make sense 
anymore?
‘Is this 42A Jonas Street?’ she asked. 
‘It certainly is, ma’am. But we’ve been here for ten years or so now. I run 
a printing shop. If you need something printed, I can help you, but if 
not, I’m afraid I’m not your man.’
‘Oh...oh I see,’ she said faintly. ‘Well, thank you anyway, young man. 
Bye now.’ Defeated and confused, she placed the phone on its hook. 
She didn’t know any other numbers. A framed photograph placed next 
to the phone caught her eye. It stood among various trinkets from her 
childhood, and some greeting cards from friends. In the photograph 
were her two sisters, both younger than her. They were smiling, but 
again, there was something wrong. They looked different. Older. Like 
her own skin.
A sudden realisation left her winded. She had no way of knowing how 
long she’d been here. She could have been here for months, years even! 
She could have just woken up from a coma. What had she missed? 
Where was her family? 
She spied a remote from the table beside her. Television. That would 
give her some clues. Fumbling for it, she pressed the red button. The 
black box whined to life from a stand on the wall. She wasn’t prepared 
for what she saw. 
The trees were moving. They were actually walking, all by themselves, 
like great wooden giants. Little men were running with them, and they 
seemed to be going to battle. There was no newsreader though – it must 
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be a documentary. There were elephants, too, with savage-looking men 
riding them, and warriors with bows and arrows and swords, and strange 
creatures with frightening faces, throwing their weight around as 
though they were human. A man with long blonde hair and elf ears was 
competing with a dwarf to see how many he could kill. Elsa shuddered. 
Suddenly, a man jumped onto the screen. He was shouting excitedly, and 
appeared to be selling carpets. Elsa watched the screen suspiciously; eyes 
stuck on it, despising it. The world had gone to pot. There was nothing 
else to it. Everyone was crazy. They probably put her in here to keep her 
safe from the trees.
The sound of trolley wheels broke her concentration. It was coming 
closer and closer, and the aroma of porridge saturated the air Elsa 
was breathing. She really wasn’t hungry, but the sound stopped outside 
the door. It burst open, and a solid woman with a dark braid and a 
sweaty smile on her face bustled in. She was wearing a blue blouse with 
a small pattern on it, and navy slacks with sensible black shoes. In front 
of her she pushed the source of the smell; a covered beige trolley filled 
with breakfast trays. Her presence filled the room, and Elsa shrank into 
the cloud of pillows around her head. 
‘Morning, girls!’ She bellowed. She was cheerful, Elsa would give her 
that. With a dramatic sweep of her well-padded arm, she drew back the 
curtain beside the bed, then moved on to the window, doing the same. 
Golden sunlight burst into the room and mingled with the big lady’s 
presence.
Turning her head to her left, Elsa saw her neighbour – a tiny woman 
in another bed a few metres away. Her hair was pale and thin, and 
she looked like an old pencil drawing; fading, yellowed and slightly 
smudged around the edges. 
‘Good morning, Elsa,’ the lady said, without moving more than her eyes. 
Her voice was bright but muffled, a plastic flower coated with dust. 
‘Good morning,’ Elsa mumbled politely in reply, and turned away again. 
She didn’t want to be unfriendly, but she was sure she wouldn’t be here 
for long anyway.
‘Excuse me,’ she turned to the lady with the big presence. 
‘Yes, darlin’?’ she smiled brightly. A little too brightly, Elsa thought. 
‘Are you a nurse?’
‘I sure am, sweetheart, and I’m here to give you your brekky! Would you 
like some nice warm porridge? What a lovely way to start the day, eh?’ 
Her voice was unnaturally high and enthusiastic. Elsa frowned. She felt 
old, not five. 
‘No, thank you. I’ll wait until my mother comes to get me.’ The nurse 
stopped her busy fiddling with the trolley and looked Elsa straight in 
the eye. 
‘Now, Elsa, we’ve been over this.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Elsa said crossly. This nurse 
was being quite rude. She looked at her name tag. Bethany, it read. She 
would be sure to put a note about it on the ‘comments’ sheet when she 
left this place. Bethany sighed deeply, all traces of sunshine gone from 
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her voice. It was low and calm and patient now. 
‘Elsa, do you remember what I told you last night, about where you are?’ 
Elsa shook her head defensively. ‘No, nobody has told me anything.’ 
Bethany’s lips tightened sympathetically, and Elsa softened her voice, 
feeling less sure of herself. ‘At least...not that I...remember, anyway.’
‘Your mother won’t be coming to get you, Elsa. You’re ninety-six years 
old. You’ve done very well, but sometimes you forget some things. You’re 
here so we can look after you and make sure you don’t get into trouble 
when you forget things. And so is Maisie.’ The nurse gestured towards 
the little lady in the other bed. Her translucent eyelids had closed 
over her eyes and her head bobbed gently as she dozed in the sunlight. 
‘Okay?’ Bethany raised her eyebrows in concern as she watched Elsa’s 
reaction to the news. The same news she had been given every few days 
for the last five years or so. It had become more frequent lately, though.
Elsa sank back into the pillows silently. She didn’t feel like eating, but 
when Bethany started feeding her, she opened her mouth obediently. 
The porridge was warm but flavourless as it slid down her throat. 
Laughter and chatter floated towards the open doorway of Elsa’s room. 
A blonde woman poked her head around the corner and smiled. ‘Good 
morning, everyone! Everything alright in here, Bethany?’ Bethany 
nodded at her and sent her a meaningful look. 
‘Yes, we’re alright in here, aren’t we Elsa?’ Elsa looked up from the spot 
she’d been studying on the yellow blanket. Her eyes were unusually 
shiny. 
‘Yes, I suppose we must be, if you say so.’
Bethany turned to the other nurse and lowered her voice. ‘She took it 
quite well today. She’s having a good morning.’



T h e  S t a t i o n
Rochelle Hockley

A CHILL SEEPED THROUGH THE EARLY MORNING AIR 

AS SMOKE SWIRLED, OBSCURING AND REVEALING 

SHAPES AS IT DELIGHTED. A shrill whistle pierced 
the air, scaring the pigeons living under the roof of 

the station, the whirring of wings adding to the hum of voices. 
Children raced around a pole, their shouts ringing out while 
their father’s disapproving glares and the hushed scolding tones 
of their mother were not able to quiet them. In the corner a 
man huddled, surrounded by packing boxes and newspaper, his 
jacket ragged and worn, its original colour now indeterminable. 
His shoes and gloves were filled with so many holes there was 
almost no point to them. 
Away from the crowds, a young woman with a fading light 
brown suitcase sat on a bench alone. Her long dark curly hair 
and big brown eyes caught the glance of every male in the 
station, both young and old. But she did not seem to notice. In 
her hand she held a letter that was falling to pieces from being 
folded and unfolded time and again. She sighed and started 
as the train in front of her let out another shriek before slowly 
huffing and puffing, gradually gathering speed as the wheels 
clacked forward. Her reflection flashed out at her from the 
windows of the departing train in a dizzying array. 
It had been a cold, grey day much like this one only a year ago, 
but then everything had been different. Then she had not sat 
alone staring out into space, she had been with him. She had 
come to see him off and he was trying to convince her that all 
would be well. It was not hard to imagine his face as it was back 
then. His raven hair flopping into his intense blue eyes. She 
loved to watch him as he absentmindedly flipped the offending 
hair back into place. He had been teasing her that day, trying 
to make her laugh, to forget. To forget for a moment that he 
was leaving, that the next time she would see him his long hair 
that she loved so much would be trimmed and tamed to fit 
regulations. She’d not had long to get used to the idea that he 
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would be leaving. It had seemed that everything was perfect, 
then all of a sudden there was a war and he had been called to 
serve. 
Following his departure the letters had started, writing 
him once a week even though she knew he didn’t always get 
them and even if he did, that he often couldn’t reply. 
The next year was long and full of worry. She was often not 
able to sleep at nights until she had received a letter from him 
and knew that he was safe, at least for awhile. Then one day a 
different letter had come. The pain felt like her heart had been 
ripped out of her very being and in its place a gaping hole that 
resembled the one in her life when he had left. She had thrown 
herself into everything she could, putting off returning home 
later and later so she wouldn’t be alone with her memories and 
feeling of emptiness. Oh how she missed him. 
Francine was startled out of her memory as a train squeaked 
and lurched its way to a stop, a wave of heat and steam 
engulfing her. Disoriented, it took her a moment or two to 
gather herself and her belongings. Even then she couldn’t stop 
from glancing back to the bench where they had last said their 
goodbyes. Children ran into her on their way to the train, 
brushing past her to board. Their father was just ignoring them 
now, as if by doing so he could pretend that they didn’t belong 
to him. Their mother smiled Francine an apology, her eyes 
slightly wild and stressed, a glazed look passing over them. 
Turning and walking to the closest platform, Francine handed 
her ticket to the conductor. 
‘Thank ye miss, have a good trip now.’ 
Smiling in reply, Francine walked down the train until she 
found an empty compartment. As she opened the door, the 
smell of past passengers and old cleaning products wafted 
out, the window grimy from many hands and faces pressed 
up against it. She placed her luggage onto the overhead grill 
and sank into the cracked red leather seat, preparing for the 
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long, uncomfortable journey ahead. Unbidden, the deep, husky 
tones of his voice came back to her: ‘I’ll be seeing you, in every 
lovely, summer’s day. And everything that’s bright and gay, I’ll 
always think of you that way. I’ll find you in the morning sun, 
and when the night is new. I’ll be looking at the moon, but I’ll 
be seeing you.’ He sang the popular love song low, calming her 
nerves as only he could. She leaned back into him, closing her 
eyes and letting the melody wash over her. 
‘Are you coming to dinner dear?’ The kindly looking old lady 
sharing Francine’s compartment woke her up with a pat on 
the hand. Pain washed through her body, overwhelming her 
as it always did when she remembered he was gone. Noticing 
the sadness in her eyes the old lady kept on speaking without 
waiting for an answer. 
‘Now deary, I know troubles at your age can be overwhelming, 
but when you look back, things are never so bad as they once 
seemed. And I always find that a spot of tea and some good 
grub is good for the brain to think matters through.’ 
Francine smiled politely and opened her mouth to answer, but 
the old lady never gave her a chance. 
‘Oh, but look at you! It would never do to go looking like that 
now would it? Here borrow my mirror and freshen yourself up 
before we go. Hurry now dear, t’is not proper of a lady to tarry 
and keep one waiting.’ 
Francine took the mirror and straightened her hair, 
pinning it back when it would not comply with her wishes 
and pointlessly trying to straighten out the wrinkles in her 
skirt and shirt. 
‘Come on now, we don’t want our dinner to get cold!’ Francine 
stopped trying to reply when she cut her off again and let 
herself be led along the carriage to the dining car, only half 
paying attention to the lady beside her. She didn’t seem to need 
answering, but rather was content in listening to the sound of 
her own voice and stories, talking louder than needed so those 
around could join in on the tales. 
‘...Oh when I was your age I was considered to be a great 
beauty, in fact I had not one but three suitors all vying for my 
hand. Three handsome and eligible young men, can you believe 
it?’ Francine smiled again, focusing on her rather tasteless 
dinner as she let the lady’s stories wash over her, taking her 
mind off her own worries. 
‘I bet you have a young man, don’t you miss...miss...? Well, silly 
me, I’ve gone on talking and not introduced myself ! My name 
is Mrs Mary Jones, wife of Mr Richard Jones for, oh must be 
fifty-three years by now. But I regress again, what was your 
name deary?’ 
Her quavering tones broke through Francine’s reverie, ‘Francine, 

Francine Moore,’ she said, a slightly amused smile playing on 
her lips. 
‘Well, Miss Moore, it is a delight to meet you, and as I was 
saying, a pretty young thing like you must have a handsome 
young man of your own?’ Mary grinned as she winked 
conspiratorially at her. A troubled expression turned down the 
corners of her mouth and eyebrows, spreading its way across 
Francine’s face as she wondered how best to answer. 
‘Yes. Well...no. Well...I have a fiancé, Lt Harry Wright. Or 
rather I should say I had a fiancé anyway, he’s MIA – presumed 
dead.’ 
A sigh welled up from deep inside her,. ‘I’m on my way to find 
him. Everyone says it’s hopeless, but I can’t help thinking that 
he’s out there somewhere, and I’ve got to find him if I can.’ 
Mary realised that although she liked an audience, this was not 
the time for it, and the poor girl sitting across from her with 
unshed tears glistening in her big doe eyes was obviously not 
wanting undue attention. 
‘Come now, dear,’ Mary spoke softly, a troubled frown settling 
over her face. ‘Lets’ go back to our compartment. We’ll have 
a cup of tea there while we chat.’ Rising, she bustled Francine 
back through the carriages, the train jostling them on their way. 
After their tea had arrived, Mary ordered Francine to tell her 
all about it, starting from the first time Francine and Harry had 
met. 
‘Some would have called it a meet cute.’ A soft smile played 
tantalisingly on Francine’s lips as she reminisced. ‘I can see 
how some people would have seen the resemblance between 
our beginning and a Hollywood movie. I was out with friends. 
A new club had opened in town and we were keen to go for a 
dance. That’s the night I first met him.’ Mary leaned in closer, 
losing herself in Francine’s tale. 
The tea they had ordered sat on the table forgotten.
‘I was there with a young man my friends had introduced me to, 
Edward Smith. He was very nice, the attentive and thoughtful 
kind. I had heard all about Harry of course, everyone had said 
he was bad news. He was rumoured to be a charmer with the 
ladies and very much the player with a different woman on his 
arm every evening. 
“Oh, he certainly was a charmer, that’s for sure, but it was 
his eyes and smile that first caught my attention. So cheeky 
and ready to laugh. His eyes were so full of life and fun, but 
with such depth and kindness.’ Francine smiled, amused at 
the memory. She stared blindly out the window, not seeing 
the fields rolling past, but a band on a stage, playing the latest 
from Cole Porter, while men dressed in their evening best, 
swung their colourful and elegant ladies around on the dance 
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floor. Smoke from many cigarettes lazily drifting towards the 
roof formed a misty haze, the smell of which would cling to 
everyone by the end of the night. 
‘I was on my way to the powder room when we ran clean into 
each other – he managed to catch me just before I fell. Holding 
me there in his arms, staring into his intense blue eyes, I simply 
melted, I think I even forgot how to breathe. I just managed 
to mumble out an incoherent sorry and thank you, before 
stumbling off in the wrong direction. 
‘It wasn’t until a little while later I was dancing with Edward 
to a slow song when Harry came waltzing over. His arrogant 
treatment of Edward infuriated me at first. The way he just 
brushed him off as if he didn’t matter, that he just expected 
him to step aside and give me up like that. However, I may 
have forgiven him for that if he hadn’t seemed like he simply 
expected me to fall at his feet like every other woman, another 
tick on his long list of conquests. He had such a cocky look 
on his face that I simply turned around and walked away with 
Edward, leaving him stranded in the middle of the dance floor.’ 
Mary chuckled with delight. ‘I bet he didn’t like that one bit,’ 
she said.
Francine laughed with her, remembering the stunned look 
that had crossed his features. He had stood there looking like 
a stuffed dummy while his brain caught up with what had just 
happened.
‘Oh, no! You should have seen the look on his face! Well, 
the next morning there were red and pink carnations on my 
doorstep, and hidden in the bouquet was a note surrounded by 
baby’s breath. It read: “I’m ever so sorry. I acted like an arrogant 
fool, please forgive me. I would like to formally apologise by 
taking you out to dinner. Harry Wright.” I sent a reply saying 
thank you for the beautiful flowers, that his apology was 
accepted, but as I was seeing someone it would not be proper 
to accept a date from him. Of course I did not expect to hear 
from him again. But the next morning he sent purple and white 
hyacinths to brighten up my room and with it was a note to 
reconsider. I simply replied: “I’m sorry, I cannot”, thinking that 
would be the end of that episode. 
‘Of course I should have realised how determined he could be.
‘The next evening, he arrived unannounced with a single 
gardenia and a vow not to leave my doorstep until I had gone 
on a date with him. I took the flower then left him out on 
the doorstep to suffer for an hour or two. It was a cold winter 
evening as well.’ Francine smiled at the memory of him, 
refusing to leave. 
‘Good for you honey,’ Mary tittered. ‘Always good to leave a 
fellow hanging for a while. Lets you know if they are really 

interested or not!’ Taking a sip of her long ago cold tea, Mary 
choked on the strong bitter flavour, making her eyes water. 
Dabbing her handkerchief around her mouth she said, ‘Oh 
dear, seems like we got so caught up in your meet cute that we 
forgot about our tea!’ She ordered a fresh pot, and motioned for 
Francine to continue. 
‘Well,’ Francine carried on, ‘we did end up going out that night, 
and it was wonderful! He was such a gentleman. We talked 
for hours on all matters, big and small, laughing and joking 
and dancing all night ‘til our feet were so sore, we could barely 
move by the end of it all. After that night I broke off everything 
with Edward, and everything else just followed.’ Francine 
paused as the new pot of tea was brought in, the aroma filling 
the compartment. She poured them both a cup and stopped 
her story. Soon after, Mary drifted off and Francine was left 
with her own thoughts again. Still caught up in her memories 
of Harry, she sat there with a soft smile on her face, her eyes 
staring into the distance. 
The next morning they pulled noisily into the station, coming 
to a stop with a sudden jolt that almost made Mary fall off 
her seat. Francine laughed as Mary carried on about the 
incompetence of train drivers and their lack of courtesy for their 
passengers. Indeed she believed that they must have some grand 
bet between them for how many people they could make fall 
out of their seats. 
Alighting from the train, Mary gave Francine a parting hug and 
farewell. Keeping one of Francine’s hands in hers, Mary patted 
her cheek softly, ‘Best of luck deary, take care now, and I hope 
you find your young man.’ Watching her go, Francine sighed, 
the tension that had left her while under Mary’s care slowly 
crept back. Turning, she made her way towards the taxi stand, 
keeping her head down, trusting that others would keep out of 
her way. 
However, she suddenly slammed into someone going the other 
way, sending bags flying. A pair of strong arms caught her. She 
glanced up stuttering an apology. Two familiar intense blue eyes 
stared back at her. Francine stopped mid-sentence, her heart 
paused while her mind raced. It couldn’t be, she thought, not 
daring to hope. The face before her blurred and distorted and 
her heart sank. Of course not, she had just been thinking about 
him so much, it was only time before she’d start imagine seeing 
him too. Disappointment welled up inside her, the pain almost 
unbearable, overtaking all her other senses. 
‘Francine?’ The deep voice broke through, her stomach clenched 
and rolled as it always had when he spoke. Her favourite smells 
washed over her, a light, fresh scent mixed with dark, mysterious 
notes. 
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‘Francine. Look at me, baby.’ She ordered her eyes to focus, 
those deep blue eyes pulling her world back together. She 
reached a hand tentatively to his face, and traced from his 
cheekbone down to the strong jaw she loved so much. 
‘Harry?’ She managed to whisper, still disbelieving. He grabbed 
her hand and kissed it, laughing as he lifted her into the air 
and swung her around hugging her to him as tight as he could. 
Francine pulled back to stare at his face once more. Something 
snapped inside her and she threw herself at him, sobbing out all 
the pain and worry from the last year on his shoulder. 
After awhile, the tears stopped and she looked once more at the 
face she held so dear. 
‘It’s really you, you’re here.’ She smiled in return to his grin. 
‘Well I hope so, otherwise you just cried your heart out to a 
complete stranger, and I’m not sure how I feel about that!’ 
Francine glared at him, but couldn’t hold it, a happy smile 
spread across her face. They picked up the scattered luggage 
and flowers, and walked hand in hand to the train, Francine 
breathing in the sweet smell of the gardenias. Stopping on the 
stairs of the train, Francine turned around, leaning down and 
lost herself to his lips in a heart-stopping kiss. Only when the 
conductor started blowing his whistle and calling “All aboard!” 
did Harry pull away from her chuckling as she frowned down at 
him. 
‘Come now baby, don’t look like that. We have all the time in 
the world.’



T h e  M a n  w i t h 
t h e  T u r t l e
Monique Long

 SAT NEXT TO HIM THIS MORNING. The man with the turtle. With 
boulder-like stature, hunched over and broad-shouldered, his eyes 
growled at the seat in front of him. But when he looked up at me, the 
paths of smiles gone by would light up around his eyes. Although, this is 
not how it happened when we first met three months ago.
‘Guys, breakfast is ready,’ I called out to the thump, thump, thump 
thundering through the hallway above me. Those thumps quickly made 
their way down the stairs and presented themselves as my husband, Tim, 
and our children, Amelia and Archer. 
‘Hon, can you take them to school this morning?’ I asked Tim as he 
slipped two English muffins into the toaster. 
‘You heading off to work early?’ he asked while I poured out four glasses 
of orange juice (pulp free for Archer) and nodded a yes, with my mouth 
filled with half a crumpet.
This was the early morning ritual. 
Wake up. 
Shower. 
Hair and make-up. 
Outfit one. 
Outfit two. 
Outfit one again. 
Breakfast for the family. 
Then, walk the kids to school or convince Tim to walk them for me. The 
preferable option being the latter. That way parking wasn’t an issue in 
the city and I wouldn’t be stuck in peak hour on the way home. 
I hate peak hour.
Tim searched through the spreads in the pantry looking for peanut 
butter (a ‘yes’ to walking the kids to school) as I picked up my briefcase 
and threw in an apple for morning tea and a USB with files I was 
working on last night. 
I had just walked out the door when the big yellow bus pulled to 
the curb 100 metres down the road. So I ran. I ran in my black 
Manolo Blahnik slingbacks towards the bus f illed with suits and 
almost Italian leather. As I made my way to the back of the bus to 
f ind an empty seat, I saw him.
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His hair looked like he had just rolled over from a good night’s sleep 
and his skin was rigid and dry. On the seat next to him sat an old, 
brown shoebox. It was tattered on the edges and had a few holes poked 
in it. I tried to catch his eye. 
‘Excuse me,’ I asked in the most polite and courteous voice I could 
muster, ‘would you mind moving your box so I can sit down?’ His stare 
moved from the seat to me as he picked up the box gingerly, and then 
went back to his staring game. 
The suits moved left to right as we went through roundabouts and 
chicanes. One pushed against me, pushing my charcoal cashmere 
sweater up against the man with the turtle’s scratchy green polyester 
pullover. The touch made the smell launch up into the air like brushing 
dust off an old book. I felt his body tense up beside me. A quick ‘sorry’ 
clambered out of my mouth as I looked at my watch and counted the 
minutes until I should arrive next to the building with the beautiful 
windows. A few streets down was where I worked. 
There were no beautiful windows there. 
The man seemed to recover from the cashmere polyester collision and 
peeked inside his box to check on his precious cargo. He was peculiar. 
Not an Alice in Wonderland peculiar but a peculiar that makes you 
worried that inside that box is a gun and he’s ready to take the whole 
bus hostage after a swig from the bourbon bottle in his right jacket 
pocket.
As images of what could be inside the box began flashing up in my 
head like my father’s slide shows, the bus pulled to the curb. I looked up 
gratefully to the beautiful windows and made my way through the suits 
to the doors and to the outside world. The smell of fresh rain mixed 
with autumn leaves.
 ‘Sam, I need you in here this morning. Laura’s kids are down with the 
flu and Phil has got client briefings with Zenco all day.’
I am not a morning person. My boss calling me at 5.30am, asking me to 
cover for my department manager, does not make for a good day.
My early morning ritual was put into fast forward. I skipped the hair 
washing and sprayed some dry shampoo into my hair. Black pants with 
a grey pinstripe. Crisp white Ralph Lauren shirt with my Zara blazer 
from Thailand. Out the door.
The 6.45am bus rolled towards the curb and I waited as the gurgles and 
guzzles of the exhaust slowed and the doors flew open.
And there he was. Same green polyester sweater. Same tattered shoebox. 
So I sat next to him. The man with the shoebox. His face crunched up 
like an old paper bag as I shuffled my bags around. 
We were heading through the city centre as workers moved in and out 
of the shadows of the buildings with Starbucks in hand. The lights 
changed from red to green and the bus continued to move through 
the towers of glass and cement. The bus shook as it changed gears and 
pushed up through the gridlock. A green light ahead signalled the bus 
driver to quicken his pace and move towards that empty bus lane on the 
other side of the lights. He dodged the cars pulling in and out, headed 
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for the bus lane and my head was thrown forward, and my bag from 
my lap onto the ground. I pulled my hair back behind my head and 
looked up worried that we bumped ends with a taxi and we would be 
there fighting over whose fault it was until my lunch break. And as I got 
myself together and looked around me,
there was a turtle on my lap.
A shell the size of my palm sat with little tiny arms and legs poking 
out. Slowly, the turtle’s head poked out of his shell and curved around 
to look up at me and find out where he was. His shell had rough bumps 
and smooth edges with a speckled black spread across the chocolate 
brown shell. His eyes stuck out on the side of his head.
The man with the shoebox was now without his shoebox and he was 
shuffling around the bus looking for the contents. He looked up and he 
saw me. He saw me holding his turtle.
The scratchy polyester green pullover pushed through the suits knocking 
a man off balance and pushed his toupee off centre. He bowled himself 
towards me and snatched the small tiny turtle out of my hands. He 
carefully touched its shell and placed it like it was china from a great 
grandmother into his old worn shoebox.
We sat there in silence ‘til I moved from the bus to the sidewalk towards 
the beautiful windows.
The turtle sat in my brain for the rest of the day. I’m not an animal 
activist. I think that puppies are nice. But I’m not about to jump on that 
ship that gets between whalers and their prize. But there was something 
about that turtle. 
That night, I packed the sandwiches and organised the kids’ school bags.
The following morning, I was on the bus with the man with the turtle. 
I felt him move a familiar shudder as I sat next to him and saw his 
knuckles turn white around the corners of the shoebox. I reached for my 
bag and pulled out a box of carrot peels and placed it in front of him. 
And then he looked at me.
His hands quickly fumbled the box of scraps and he lifted the lid on the 
new shoebox. The other one mustn’t have been saveable since the quick 
stop the other day. Inside the box was the little turtle with its sideways 
eyes and a tiny plastic cup filled with water. And then, there was carrot 
in there too. The turtle rushed as quick as it could towards the orange 
coloured shavings.
The man with the turtle turned towards me and said,
‘Thankyou’.
And then he turned back with his body facing the front of the bus, head 
down and chin tucked in, staring down at his turtle.
I sat next to him this morning. The man with the turtle. He knows that 
the boxes in my bag are for him and I know that this is our deal. He 
smiles at me and I hand over the box.



F e e t  F i r s t  i n t o  H e l l
Trent B. McCrow

FIRE ERUPTED FROM THE UNSC – United Nations 
Space Command – cruiser as another salvo of 
pulse lasers impacted against her hull. The Pillar of 
Autumn was badly damaged and venting oxygen on 

decks C, F and J-N. After making a blind jump into slipstream 
space, in an attempt to lead the Covenant forces away from 
Earth, the Autumn and her crew stumbled upon the ring world 
known as Halo. Captain Keyes ordered all hands to abandon 
ship after the crew had repelled the Covenant boarding parties. 
Keyes realised that the Autumn was going down so he had the 
Pillar of Autumn’s smart AI Cortana plot a course into the 
ships navigational computer that would crash land the Autumn 
on Halo.
Private Marie Postly was with the platoon and the rest of 
the 22nd Tactical Battalion when the order to abandon ship 
was passed down. Marie was an ODST, an Orbital Drop 
Shock Trooper, one of an elite group of UNSC Marines that 
specialize in high-risk warfare tactics. The Pillar of Autumn’s 
contingent of ODSTs had been tasked with defending the 
cruiser’s experimental power plant, an improved nuclear fusion 
engine consisting of the main reactor and two smaller secondary 
reactors, from the Covenant boarding parties. Covenant bodies 
were stacked like firewood around the large engine room in a 
way that ensured clear fields of fire. The sheer number of enemy 
corpses was a real testament to the effectiveness of Major 
Antonio Silva and the rest of the 22nd Tactical Battalion.
‘All right’, boomed a deep voice as Major Silva climbed onto the 
catwalk. ‘Listen up! Playtime is over. Captain Keyes is tired of 
our company and wants us to leave this tub. There’s a construct 
down there, complete with an atmosphere, gravity, and the one 
thing Marines love like beer – and that’s dirt beneath our feet.’
Major Silva was a battle-hardened veteran who served aboard 
the UNSC carrier Atlas before being specially transferred to 
the Pillar of Autumn. He was a tall man and his regulation 

cut brown hair was showing signs of his years of service. As 
his tired dark brown eyes looked over his assembled troops, 
he briefly locked gaze with each of them. But not Marie. 
Major Silva didn’t like her because she was involved in the 
SPARTAN-II project before she was accepted into ODST. 
His gaze passed over her and moved onto her platoon, slowing 
to a stop when he reached Marie’s platoon leader Lieutenant 
Melissa McKay.
‘Most of the crew – not to mention your fellow jarheads – will 
be leaving the ship in lifeboats. They’ll ride to the surface in air-
conditioned comfort, sipping wine and nibbling on appetizers.
‘Not you, however. Oh no, you’re going to leave the Pillar of 
Autumn by a different method. Tell me boys and girls … how 
will you leave?’
It was the ODST motto and a time-honored tradition 
before any tactical insertion and Marie and the rest of the 
ODST roared their response in rehearsed unison. ‘WE GO 
FEET FIRST, SIR!’
‘Damned right you do,’ barked Silva. ‘Now let’s get to those 
drop pods.’
Lieutenant Melissa McKay led Marie and the rest of their 
platoon out of the engine room, down the corridor and past the 
trooper assigned to guard the intersection. Alien and human 
blood pooled together on the floor where two bodies lay. The 
bulkhead was covered in plasma burns and 7.62mm pock marks 
where the fallen marine’s last burst of fire had shredded through 
the alien and came to rest in the wall behind.
The platoon pounded around the corner and into what was 
affectionately called ‘Hell’s waiting room’. In truth, it was the 
embarkation chamber where each of the ODST drop pods were 
housed. There were two rows, one down each side of the room. 
The pods each had the name of one of the ODST attached to 
them and were poised over the deployment tube that ran down 
through the belly of the ship.
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The ODSTs were previously deployed into battle using armed 
assault boats, but the top brass in the UNSC recognised that 
they were slow and susceptible to anti-aircraft fire and that 
one direct hit could take out an entire platoon. They decided to 
invest in researching a second method of deployment through 
an atmosphere, and hence the HEV – Human Entry Vehicle – 
was born.
Unlike the assault boats, a HEV could only carry one trooper 
and were made from titanium-A lead foil with a ceramic skin. 
The tear drop shaped pods had one downfall, on entry into 
the atmosphere the ceramic skin surrounding the pod would 
burn and cause the air inside the HEV to become extremely 
hot, sometimes lethally so, which is why the ODST were 
affectionately called ‘Helljumpers’.
While Marie was strapping herself into her HEV drop pod, the 
Pillar of Autumn took another hit that shook the damaged ship 
to the core. Her hands were a blur. She secured her harness, ran 
a quick systems check, removed the safeties, armed the tube 
and focused on the tiny computer screen which was linked to 
the Autumn’s computer network. Before her extraction from 
the ship Cortana had calculated the required launch trajectory 
and speed the drop pods would need to land on Halo and that 
information had been linked to Marie’s pod. Marie glanced up 
at the mission countdown and braced her boots to the bulkhead 
as the clock ticked down from one to zero.
Marie’s stomach lurched as the HEV pod dropped and quickly 
accelerated down the deployment tube. Her heart rate spiked 
as a sudden burst of adrenaline rushed into her system. Her 
pod cleared the Autumn’s hull and made a preprogrammed 
navigation adjustment before it accelerated away down 
towards the surface. Marie popped a tiny disk into the HEV’s 
data player, pushed the play button, and sent the heavy rock 
beat of the Helljumpers’ Anthem over the team freq. The 
regulations made it clear that any unauthorized use of UNSC 
communication frequencies was wrong, very wrong. But at that 
moment it felt right, and Major Silva and Lieutenant McKay 
must have thought so too because nothing came over the 
command freq.
The music pounded in her ears and amped her up as 
her HEV shuddered and hit the outer layer of Halo’s 
atmosphere. She glanced up one last time at the Pillar of 
Autumn as it slowly drifted out of view, heading for its 
grave, as the ODSTs fell feet f irst into hell.
The ODST were a strictly volunteer only force. To get in you 
had to be a veteran from another special operations outfit. 
Although there was no age or gender discrimination within 
the Orbital Drop Shock Trooper UNSC Marine Corps, to be 

eligible you would have already gone through two screening 
processes as well as years of training before volunteering for the 
ODSTs. They performed highly specialized, small scale, high-
risk operations, and it took a special kind of crazy to join up.
Private Marie Postly wasn’t your normal ODST. Her family 
came from the inner colonies and had built enough wealth to 
move to Earth where Marie was born and raised. Both beautiful 
and athletic, Marie was very popular at school and the captain 
of almost every sport team at the academy. When she graduated 
top of her class she received a scholarship to study at the best 
university the Unified Earth Government had, but turned down 
the offer to start her career in Deathmatch.
Deathmatch was a slayer type game where players were strapped 
into a virtual reality machine that simulated real combat and 
its sometimes fatal results. The game was outlawed on the inner 
colonies, so Marie headed out to the outer colonies to make a 
name for herself. As she started to win more and more matches, 
she quickly became a fan favourite and the poster girl for the 
underground sport.
Marie was drinking in celebration for her latest victory with 
some of the other Deathmatch players when a man in uniform 
approached her. He was unlike most men and spoke with 
authority. He used a calm, yet assuring tone when he spoke. 
The insignia over his left pocket was that of two gold bars. The 
military man had been sent by UNSC top brass to find potential 
members that could help Doctor Halsey with her SPARTAN-II 
project. Marie had rejected the military and their ways a long 
time ago, but there was something about this man and this 
proposal, something that felt right.
Marie was constantly receiving unwanted attention from 
the males aboard the Pillar of Autumn, most likely because 
of her scantily clad pictures from when she was advertising 
Deathmatch, and didn’t receive any of the attention she was 
looking for. Marie was looking for someone strong, someone 
confident, someone who would not be a push over in a 
relationship, but someone who could hold their own and be 
independent. She didn’t want a man who adored her and put 
her up on a pedestal, or a man who felt the need to protect 
her, and she definitely didn’t want a man who expected her to 
look after him. No, she didn’t want that at all … Marie wanted 
something better, she wanted a woman, and she wanted her 
platoon leader Lieutenant Melissa McKay.
The drop pods were well within the outer atmosphere and the 
temperature of Marie’s pod had risen by 28 degrees. The Pillar 
of Autumn could no longer be seen on the horizon and Marie 
assumed that it had already gone down. Major Silva’s HEV was 
a few hundred metres closer to the ground than the rest of the 
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ODST pods. Major Silva liked to make sure he was always first 
into a combat situation to both ensure he leads his troops into 
battle and to coordinate once on the ground from the get go.
The pod that Marie was in was almost completely bare of its 
ceramic skin. This drop had been hotter than most. She was still 
humming the Helljumpers’ Anthem even though it had been 
a few minutes since its completion.  The ring world below her 
was coming up quickly now and she could see the ravines and 
mountains. There was plenty of water too. To her left she could 
see a vast ocean and in the distance what she thought could be 
islands. To her right she noticed hills and rocky outcroppings. If 
it weren’t for the war against the Covenant this would be a real 
nice place to visit.
Below her she saw Major Silva’s chute expand and his pod 
decelerate suddenly. An electronic communication was sent 
to her HEV and it automatically started to make course 
corrections to follow Major Silva down to the dirt. The rest 
of her platoon’s drop pods were now unfurling their chutes 
and realigning their trajectory. Marie braced herself against 
the pod preparing for the sudden jolt of deceleration that her 
shoulders would feel all too well. Her chute activated and she 
felt the jarring pain as the shoulder harness dug deeply into her 
shoulders.
Marie heard a SNAP! Her main chute had torn away. There was 
a sickening moment of freefall as her secondary shoot started 
to activate. A red light flashed on her display. She would not 
be able to slow down enough before she hit the ground. She 
screamed!
The pod was hurtling straight to the ground and there 
was nothing she could do. Marie opened a channel to her 
Lieutenant.
‘I’m sorry, I never told you,’ she started to sob. ‘I – I –I,’ Marie 
couldn’t get the words out. She couldn’t say what she wanted to 
say. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.
Marie closed her beautiful green eyes, but the tears kept rolling 
out of them as she sobbed. Her long orange hair was dripping 
with sweat and her pants were wet from fear. It was the death 
that every Helljumper feared. Nobody ever talked about it. A 
few moments later, somewhere on the surface of Halo, Marie 
dug her own grave.



N e w  B e g i n n i n g s
Pate Namakadre

CREAMS FILLED THE HOUSE AS MITCH AND SUZAN WERE ON THE VERGE 

OF ANOTHER DOMESTIC EXPLOSION. Their children Jonathan and 
Thomas cried in their bedrooms as fear filled their hearts. Jonathan was 
eleven now and Thomas ten. CRASH…they heard pots and pans collide 
in the kitchen as Suzan now began to shriek. Thomas remembered his 
father had asked him for a cup of tea earlier. His heart thumped through 
his shirt, for he knew that his father would turn on him next if the cup 
of tea hadn’t been made.
Fear for his mother’s safety became his primary concern and Thomas ran 
out of their room down the corridor to try and stop Dad from hurting 
Mum again. Jonathan followed closely behind but nothing could prepare 
them for what they were to see. Suzan was on her knees crying, while 
Mitch standing behind her was pulling her hair up in an overpowering 
position. His left hand pulled her hair as her almost lifeless body hung 
like a puppet to her puppet master. In his right hand, Mitch held the 
boiled kettle looking as if he were going to pour it on to her head.
‘Do you want me to pour this hot water on Mum?’ Mitch asked his 
boys, as if trying to play with the power he now had. His eyes were full 
of fire and hate as though a trigger had finally released the monster he 
had struggled to hold in. 
‘Do ya?’ he continued. 
The boys stood there motionless. Not a single word came out of 
their mouths. The shock that f illed them was enough to silence 
them. Even if they had tried, there would be no voice to accompany 
the effort. 
The boys’ reaction seemed to settle Mitch down again and the fire left 
him for now.
Kicking Suzan on the floor and throwing the kettle at the old kitchen 
sink that needed repairing in this shabby two-bedroom house, Mitch 
walked past his boys who were still in statue-like positions. 
‘Make me some bloody dinner Suzan. You just never know when to keep 
your bloody smart mouth shut.’ He continued on mumbling gibberish 
while walking through the thin corridor on his way to the lounge room. 
What eventually broke the silence was the sound of the National Nine 
News echoing through the tunnel-like corridor that joined the lounge 
room to the kitchen. 
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Suddenly Thomas snapped out of his trance and went over to his mother 
who was still on the floor. Her bottom lip was bruised and swollen like a 
red balloon, ready to burst. 
Drowsily she stood and picked up the hot kettle by the handle and 
placed it back into its slot. Her face remained expressionless as she 
maneuvered around the crammed kitchen, cooking her husband dinner 
the way she’d been taught a good wife should. Tommy and Jonathan 
just sat at the kitchen table staring at their mother. They offered to help 
but the kitchen only allowed one person around the sink at a time. And 
Mum needed a little space.
While frying the sausages in the pan her face had just become 
acquainted with, Suzan thought of the first time she met Mitch. 
‘He never used to be like this,’ she told herself. She remembered the 
times he used to sweep her off her feet with flowers almost daily when 
they first met. And now she was a slave. A servant. But deep down 
inside she knew he loved her. He just had a weird way of showing her. 
Her bruised lip still hurt.
It had been almost two weeks since their last ‘domestic’ and the 
house had felt warm with laughter and jokes. Mitch and Suzan 
were getting ready to go out for one of Mitch’s friend’s birthdays. 
They were preparing for a night out on the town. Meanwhile Jono and 
Tommy were play wrestling in their crammed room. A bunk bed and 
an inbuilt wardrobe were all they really needed, or all that could fit in. 
The windows were draped with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles curtains, 
the boys’ favorite cartoon characters. As Mitch was a blue-collar 
worker, there weren’t many toys, but they always found ways to amuse 
themselves with silly little games. 
‘Video night tonight boys,’ Suzan called into their rooms. 
‘Yay,’ they’d shout. Even though the boys were excited about getting 
movies, they knew that whenever it was movie night, Mum and Dad 
wouldn’t be home until the early hours of the morning. And most of the 
time they would stumble in drunk with friends. 
The mattress came out as Suzan laid her boys to rest in front of the TV 
in the lounge room. She set out snacks like Burger Rings and popcorn 
in a bowl beside them. But M&Ms and Maltesers were the favorites. 
Usually Jono and Tommy barely made it through the second movie 
before they were both out for the count. Poor Tommy naturally stayed 
awake longer but if he saw Jono fall asleep, he would get scared, so he 
always tried to fall asleep first. Otherwise the boogey man would come 
and take him to his lair while his older brother slept.
‘Boys. Boys. It’s time to go and sleep in the room. We have visitors,’ 
Suzan’s soft voice always got the boys up. The alcohol breath didn’t help 
either. She would help her drowsy kids back to their rooms as the house 
began to fill up with loud drunks.  
‘Jonathan. Jonathan wake up.’
‘They’re sleeping Mitch. Leave them be,’ Suzan would reply. 
‘Shut up woman. Jonathan wake up, boy. Come here NOW.’ Jonathan 
knew his role very well. After Mum had taken them back to the room 
he would not sleep again. He’d always wait for Dad to call out and for 
almost ninety percent of the time he did. As he walked towards his 



30

father he would be ready for anything. Sometimes it would be to clean 
up people’s vomit. Another time it was to clean up his Dad’s mates’ piss 
off the carpet. Other times it was just to grab a beer from the fridge 
for all of his Dad’s mates, at the same time shaking hands with all he 
greeted. Jonathan was his father’s pride to show off to his mates. 
‘Yeah this is my eldest boy,’ he would boast, ‘plays rugby. Probably play 
for the Wallabies one day.’ 
After shaking hands with Uncle Peter, Aunty Joan, cousin Hector, Jack 
and Jill and anybody who’s somebody, Jonathan would find a way to sink 
into the background and then head back to bed unnoticed. He was so 
used to this scene that sometimes he didn’t even have to be called. He 
would just walk out there into the jungle of his own home. There would 
be new people to meet almost every time his parents threw an after-
party. 
CRACK…a beer bottle was sent crashing into the wall. Plates and 
cups were thrown in every direction almost all of them aimed at Suzan. 
Mitch and Suzan were fighting again. It was a usual scene, but glass had 
never been broken before. People started rushing out the door as Jono’s 
parents continued fighting. 
‘Are you awake, Tommy?’
‘Yeah Jono. Don’t worry it’ll be alright mate.’ 
Big brother would always comfort Tommy as they blocked their ears 
with their hands and pillows while their parents fought.
The next day the house was a complete mess. Beer bottles were strewn 
everywhere, both empty and half full. Cigarette packets lay around the 
house, some scrunched up and others empty. 
As the eldest brother, Jono knew his role. Grabbing a plastic bag he 
began to clean up the mess. There was something different this time 
though. Mum was missing. She was nowhere to be seen. As the boys 
continued to clean, their worries continued. They saw droplets of blood 
on the floor and on the shattered plates in the kitchen. Something 
serious had happened last night. All they could remember was mum 
shouting, ‘You cut me. You cut me you bastard. Look at my face.’ There 
was only one place they could think that mum would go. That would be 
Nanna Milly’s place.
While Suzan, still hung-over from the night before, sat with Nanna 
Milly, her mother would remind her that this life was not the way she 
was meant to live. 
‘Think about your children, Suzan,’ she said. ‘This is not the way to live. 
Look at that big cut on your face.’ On Suzan’s left cheek was a cut so 
deep it could pass as a trench for ladybugs. She thought about the anger 
in her husband’s eyes as he threw the plate at her that had shattered on 
her face. That monster she had become so acquainted with was making a 
regular appearance. 
‘I know Mum. But I love him. He’s the father of my kids,’ she excused. 
Deep down inside she knew that it wouldn’t be long ‘until ‘the monster’ 
would probably kill her. 
Taking a few days to recover at Nanna’s house was a breath of fresh air 
for Suzan. As she walked into her mother’s lounge room, a book out of 
place caught her eye and her attention. It was entitled The Power of a 
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Praying Parent. As she opened up the cover, tears began to fill her eyes 
as she read what was hand written on the hard cover. 
“Dear Lord, I pray Lord for my daughter, Suzan. She is something 
so special to me. She is living her life Lord without you. And she 
desperately needs you so much right now. Lord, hold her in the 
palms of your hand. Change her heart Heavenly Father to serve you 
wholeheartedly. Lord before you take the breath away from my lungs I 
ask you that she may see You God. I would rather die that she may live. 
I Love you Lord so much.
Your faithful servant,
Milly.
As Suzan read this over and over again she knew God was allowing 
her to see how much she was not only hurting herself, but also hurting 
others like her mother Milly. From that moment on she vowed never to 
live her life the same again. A fire had been lit in her heart and she was 
going to do all that she could to turn her family around. 
As she went back home she realized it would be a lot harder than she 
thought to turn her family life around. Walking into the house, she 
realised that it hadn’t been cleaned properly since before the incident. 
She smiled at the fact that her two boys had tried, but her heart couldn’t 
help but sink a little. 
Jono and Tommy rushed to see their mother. She knew they had missed 
her terribly because they didn’t let go of her legs. As she walked they 
held on tightly. Entering her room, she found her husband still drunk 
on the bed.
Ten years passed since Suzan had made her decision to change her 
lifestyle. Even though Mitch hadn’t hit her again since then, he 
continued to drink uncontrollably. He had noticed a good change in his 
wife, but he had nothing but criticism for the hypocrites that filled the 
pews at church. 
‘They’re all bloody hypocrites. They say one thing. But I always see them 
at night in the pubs. Bloody hypocrites. Fakes.’
Suzan had tried hard now for the last ten years and knew that she had 
been taken for granted. Coming back from church she walked into 
the room to see Mitch getting ready with the boys. Jono was 21 now 
and Thomas 20. Together they were going to have a boys’ night out 
and watch the footy, which meant they’d probably drink together that 
evening. As they walked out, Suzan stood in front of the doorway to 
stop her boys from going, but Mitch insisted. She felt unloved at that 
moment. She hugged them all, told them that she loved them so much. 
They were too excited to notice the tears in her eyes. 
‘Bye Mum. Love you, too,’ Jono called out as he entered the cab with his 
brother and father.
As soon as they left, Suzan packed her bags and contemplated what 
she was going to do. She was sick of hearing them come in together 
drunk, having a laugh. She was sick of making an effort and still going 
unnoticed. She was sick of being taken for granted. And she realised she 
couldn’t run away to her mum’s. That would be the first place they would 
look. 
Remembering she had some savings, she booked herself a flight to 
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New Zealand. She had to get away from all of the heartache and 
disappointment. She needed another ‘breath of fresh air’. She was going 
to visit her cousin, Kate, where she’d pray and fast for her family with a 
clear mind. 
Later that evening Mitch and the boys came home. Tommy didn’t feel 
too much like drinking that night. The look on his Mum’s face as they 
left perplexed him and he just couldn’t wait to come home and see her, 
maybe even give her a hug. As they walked through the house Tommy 
went straight to his mother’s room. He noticed all the clothes in a messy 
heap. 
‘I think mum’s gone somewhere. She’s not here.’ 
‘Don’t worry son. She’ll be back. She always comes back,’ Mitch replied. 
‘No, really, all her bags are gone,’ Tommy said. 
‘Son, relax. She’ll be back. She’s probably at Nanna’s.’
A day turned into two, and then two days turned into a week. Mitch 
started to worry for his wife. 
‘Son, call Nanna and tell her to tell mum to come home. That’s enough 
holidaying. We bloody need to eat as well.’ The worry in his tone shook 
up the boys as they tried frantically to find their mother, but to no avail. 
One week turned into two. Then three. No one seemed to know where 
Suzan was. Mitch had even gone to Nanna’s to see for himself that she 
wasn’t there. 
Suddenly it had dawned on Mitch that he had no control as to where 
his wife was. A sharp pain filled his heart as he began to worry for the 
‘love of his life’. The epiphany of realising how badly he treated Suzan 
was almost too much to bear. As tears flooded his eyes he couldn’t 
control his depression in front of his two boys. He remembered when 
they had first met. He told his mate when he saw Suzan, ‘She’s gonna be 
my wife.’
And he followed through with it. The more he thought back to how he 
had treated her, the more and more his heart seemed to be wrenched 
apart. Remorse filled him. Three weeks turned into one month and still 
no word from Suzan. 
Mitch fell into a deep depression during this time. He would be 
bedridden for days at a time refusing to let anyone console him. His 
room always remained dark with blinds and curtains shut throughout 
the days he stayed home. 
As he lay on his bed after one and a half months of depression and still 
no word from Suzan, a little ray of sunshine had somehow broken into 
his bedroom. It shocked him into existence. As he followed the light it 
came to rest clearly on a dusty Bible that had been sitting on the dresser. 
He grabbed the Bible and opened it, coincidently at the Book of Acts 
and the life of Paul.
As Mitch read more and more everyday, God seemed to f ill the 
empty void in his heart. He began to rebuild the relationship he 
once had with God. Slowly he felt a hand pulling him out of the 
quicksand of depression. A f ire had been lit in his heart and he 
loved it. His life felt like it was slowly exploding with relevance.



T h e  U n c o m m o n 
W e n c h
Rose Strong

THE ARRIVAL OF THE WAGON CAUSED QUITE A 

STIR IN THE COURTYARD. Rowan leaned on the 
stone balustrade of the balcony, idly watching as 
the wenches were helped to disembark. Hostlers 

and armourers paused in their duties, steps slowing as they 
attempted to catch a glimpse of the newcomers. Rowan noted 
the richly attired form of Sir Edward astride a magnificent bay 
charger in scarlet housings. As he watched, Edward urged the 
horse forward, bludgeoning into the back of an unaware hostler. 
The poor man recovered his balance and quickly took the reins, 
holding the stallion still for its rider to dismount. Edward flung 
himself to the ground, rebuking the groom for neglecting to pay 
proper attention to his betters. The angry tirade was suddenly 
halted by a skirmish close to the wagon. One of the wenches had 
broken free of her escort. She was fleet footed, and she bolted 
across the slippery cobblestones while shouts echoed in her 
wake. The soldiers pursued her towards the main door into the 
castle proper, slightly to the left and below where Rowan stood 
in the balcony. He leaned further over the railing, the cold stone 
biting into his doublet, intrigued by the tableau unfolding. The 
maid’s flight ended abruptly as she was snared by two squires 
who moved into her path.
‘Churl, oaf, boor, unhand me I say,’ the words were accompanied 
by a swinging fist which the poor squire barely avoided.
Rowan’s eyes widened in surprise, for the accent was refined and 
cultured. His gaze made a swift assessment of the common garb 
she wore and noted the bare feet and ebony hair escaping its 
braid. Notwithstanding her manner of speech, her attire was that 
of a common village wench. And surely, no Lady was possessed 
of such speed or flying fists.
The girl was still attempting to twist free when one of the other 
wenches approached, escorted by a soldier. She was full figured 
with burnished copper braids trailing out from under her cowl.
‘Strumpet,’ she hissed, loudly enough that Rowan heard her 

from his vantage point.
The black haired maid ceased struggling as suddenly as if she’d 
been slapped. Her chin lifted and her spine straightened, yet her 
stance was not that of meekness but smoldering hostility. Sir 
Edward arrived at the scene.
‘Take her to chambers,’ he ordered the squires. ‘And see that she 
stays there.’
The two men quickly obeyed, the wench allowing them to lead 
her away without further ado. Sir Edward summoned a page and 
began to issue instructions. Rowan left the balcony and moved 
back along the hall to his own chambers. For the first time, the 
royal order to fetch the fairest wenches in the land had managed 
to arouse his curiosity. He called to Caylan, his personal page.
Caylan entered, garments laid over one arm, and bowed formally. 
‘My Lord Baron. How may I serve you?’
‘Caylan, I have a task that requires your subtlety.’
Caylan grinned. ‘Yes my Lord.’
‘A wagon of wenches has just arrived. One of them, a maid with 
black hair caused somewhat of a melee in the courtyard. I would 
like you to garner whatever information you can regarding this 
wench. Sir Edward was in charge of the group. However, I’d 
suggest that you seek details from other sources.’
Caylan allowed his dark eyes to widen. ‘You mean gossip my 
Lord? After you said…’
Rowan interrupted, ‘Yes even gossip you rascally knave. You 
need not quote my own words back to me, but it may be the 
only way to learn anything. Now be off with you,’ he gave a 
dismissive wave, barely holding back his own laughter.
Caylan, his expression merry, inclined his head, placed the 
clothing he carried onto the bed and exited. Rowan allowed 
himself a chuckle. That boy! Such behaviour would ordinarily be 
frowned upon, but Caylan had been with Rowan for years now 
and the two were as best of friends as master and servant could 
be. Although Rowan had offered to let Caylan become a squire, 
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Caylan had refused, preferring his post of page.  
It was not yet time to prepare for the banquet, so Rowan 
attempted to go over the records delivered to him by his steward 
regarding the running of his estate. Many nobles left such 
details entirely to their scribes and stewards, only requiring an 
overall summary. But Rowan preferred to be actively involved in 
all aspects of his holdings. Usually, he got a thrill from learning 
how many bales of wool his flocks had given, and how many 
yards of fine linen the looms had produced, but today, his eyes 
kept drifting off to stare unseeing at the tapestry’s and draperies 
while his mind replayed the events in the courtyard. He had 
only accomplished a paltry amount of work when Caylan came 
back three hours later.
‘Well, what news?’ Rowan asked as soon as he’d bid Caylan 
enter.
‘Very little my Lord. She was found a ways outside of the village, 
and taken aboard the wagon at Sir Edward’s command. One 
wench told me that the girl fought when taken until Edward 
apparently threatened her. She is being kept alone in chambers 
with guards posted at the door. The guards said Edward had 
ordered she be gowned and jeweled and that he plans to have 
her accompany him to the banquet tonight, unless the Prince 
chooses her.’ 
‘Did you find out her name?’ Rowan leaned forward, his jaw 
tight. Although it was a common custom for the King and 
Prince to bring in fair wenches for banquets and tournaments, 
Rowan had never been particularly comfortable with it. His 
mother had trained him to be respectful to all women, and the 
courteous and chivalric deportment of his father had likewise 
instilled into his nature a gentlemanly manner.
Caylan kept his voice gentle. ‘My Lord, her name was not 
considered of great import.’
Rowan frowned, but Caylan knew his master well enough to see 
that it was not directed at him. He smothered a sigh. At times, 
his master seemed too naïve for his own good. Perhaps if he’d 
stay at court more often, he would wise up. But no, those at 
court became too brazen and self-seeking, like Sir Edward. 
‘You’re right of course Caylan. Thank you. Please have a bath 
prepared, and let me know if anything further develops.’
Caylan gave a quick nod, his short brown hair falling over 
his forehead. ‘Yes Sir.’ He withdrew from Rowan’s chamber 
and quietly shut the door. The muted click of the latch roused 
Rowan from his musings. He stood and stretched, feeling the 
pull of muscles still stiff from the morning’s training. His left 
shoulder was still protesting the blow from the blunt lance that 
he had failed to properly deflect during jousting. He grimaced 
ruefully. That ought to teach him to keep his shield arm up. He 

yawned and padded across the rushes covering the stone floor 
to the bed. He eyed the doublet Caylan had chosen. It was 
resplendent in scarlet and gold cloth, with the sleeves slashed 
and lined with black satin and laced with gold cord. The hose 
was sombre black, and a black cloak with velvet lining of scarlet 
completed the outfit. Rowan shook his head, amused. It seemed 
Caylan was determined that Rowan stand out this evening. He 
doffed his doublet and clad in just his under tunic and hose, 
headed for the bath chamber. Steam filled the chamber from 
the large cauldrons of water hanging in the fireplace at the side 
of the room. Caylan was present, and after checking that the 
temperature of the water was not too hot, he stood by to take 
Rowan’s clothes. 
Rowan sank into the marble tub, letting the water lap up around 
his shoulders. His muscles relaxed in response to the soothing 
warmth, and he lay back with a sigh of contentment. Caylan 
had added a few drops of sandalwood and musk, and the scents 
drifted pleasantly into his nostrils. Sooner than he liked, Rowan 
forced himself to abandon the steamy tub and dry off. He 
returned to his bedchamber to dress as dusk swiftly turned to 
night outside his window. 
Adjusting the scabbard that held his sword, Rowan moved to 
survey his appearance in the flattened, highly polished circle of 
hammered metal attached to the stone wall. A tall, well featured 
young man with dark wavy hair and deep brown eyes looked 
back at him. A doublet of scarlet and gold hung from his broad 
shoulders, belted at a firm waist by a glittering scabbard and 
sword hilt. Black hose covered muscled thighs and calves and 
ended at black shoes sporting gold and ruby studded buckles. 
Rowan swung his cloak around his shoulders and fastened it 
securely. He took one last glance to assure himself all was in 
order and moved to the door. A soft scuffling sound caught his 
ear, staying his hand as he reached for the handle. Curious, he 
listened intently. The sound came again from the direction of 
his window. Only one torch was blazing in its sconce, so the far 
corners of the chamber were shadowed. Quietly, Rowan stepped 
into the shadow created by the curtains of the canopy bed, and 
waited. The soft scratching sound was repeated, and in the top 
corner of the window appeared the satin toe of a lady’s slipper. 
Dumbfounded, Rowan watched as the tip of the shoe pressed 
against the stone edge of the window, and then slid further 
in and a pale ankle hooked onto the windows corner. Fingers 
followed, and suddenly, in through the aperture slid the rest of 
a beautiful damsel in a deep blue gown. She landed lightly on 
her feet like a cat, and swiftly turned to survey her surroundings. 
As his gaze fell upon her shadowy face, Rowan felt a shock run 
through him, for surely this was the wench he’d watched sprint 
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across the courtyard like a hunted hart. Something alerted her 
to his presence, for she pressed back against the stone wall, her 
eyes wary.
‘Show thyself,’ she commanded, her voice tense.
Rowan stepped into the light, arms slightly raised from his sides, 
hands open. The maid drew back, fear chasing across her face, 
her eyes wild.
‘Peace my Lady,’ Rowan gave a slow bow, straightening carefully. 
‘I will not harm you.’
The girl’s gaze dropped to his sword, so Rowan unbuckled the 
scabbard and tossed it back onto the bed. 
‘Be at ease,’ he said gently, hoping she would not fly back out the 
window as she seemed poised to do. ‘I will not let anything harm 
you. I am Sir Rowan. Will you tell me your name?’ He smiled 
encouragingly.
The maid’s eyes flickered over his face. ‘I am the Lady Lily, 
daughter of Sir Branath of Elmswood.’
‘My Lady, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,’ Rowan 
extended his hand. Hesitantly, the girl lifted her hand and 
allowed Rowan to step forward and gently grasp her fingertips. 
‘You believe me!’ she exclaimed in a soft whisper as Rowan 
bowed politely over her hand.
Rowan released her soft fingers and straightened. ‘What reason 
have I to doubt you, apart from your rather unusual style of 
arrival?’  he smiled, brows raised questioningly.
Lily managed a slight chuckle, and then heaved a very 
unladylike sigh. ‘Finally, someone with ears to hear. That 
pompous peacock wouldn’t listen to anything I said and told me 
if I wasn’t silent he would…’ She broke off suddenly and averted 
her face. The faint light from the torch picked up the pale blush 
staining her cheeks.
Rowan swallowed his desire to laugh at her rather apt 
description of Sir Edward. ‘Come and sit Lady Lily. Sir Edward 
will not disturb you here. And I confess I am most curious to 
hear more of your adventure,’ Rowan stepped back and indicated 
a chair.
Still somewhat cautious, Lily came away from the wall. As she 
stepped fully into the light, Rowan’s breath caught in his throat, 
for she was the fairest maid he had ever gazed upon. Her raven 
hair cascaded in loose curls over her shoulders and down her 
back to her hips. The blue silk gown she wore flowed perfectly 
over the slender curves of her figure. Its colour matched the 
hypnotic blue of her eyes which shone like sapphires out of a 
beautiful face graced with pale skin of porcelain delicacy. As 
he held the chair for her to seat herself, Rowan caught the 
faint scent of jasmine, which wafted up from her hair and skin 
to assault his senses. How could so lovely a damsel ever be 

mistaken for a common wench? And just how had she come to 
be clambering into his window? He took a chair across from her, 
hoping to keep his expression to one of polite interest.
‘Would I have seen you in the courtyard earlier today?’ he 
inquired carefully.
Lily straightened in her chair, but she did not meet Rowan‘s 
eyes.
‘Yes, I dare say you would have.’
‘Might I ask how it is that you came to be in such company?’
Lily sighed once more. ‘Since it is your window through which 
I intruded, I guess ‘tis only fair that I give you an explanation. I 
was longing to go fishing, so I managed to escape my attendants 
and the castle guards and slip away unseen to the stream. I had 
changed my attire to a simple tunic as I did not wish to ruin 
my good gown. Sir Edward chanced upon me as he was leaving 
the village and assumed from my rather dishevelled appearance 
that I was but a village girl. I protested, but that ill-mannered 
cur commanded that I remain silent. If I did not obey, he…’ Lily 
stumbled to a halt. She took a shaky breath and continued, her 
eyes downcast. 
‘He threatened to humiliate me by forcing me to ride the rest of 
the way without my outer tunic.’ She swallowed hard, her cheeks 
flaming.
Rowan’s fist clenched in his lap and his jaw tightened. That 
scoundrel. It was indecent to threaten any wench with such 
humiliation, let alone a damsel of noble blood. 
Lily took a fortifying breath and continued. ‘When we arrived 
here, I tried once more to escape from my captors but without 
success.’
Rowan grinned, remembering the courtyard incident. 
‘I witnessed a young lady show a most astonishing turn of 
speed,’ he interrupted, causing a smile to flow across Lily’s lips. 
‘But why did you run toward the castle doors, and not away?’
Lily arched one eyebrow. ‘The castle gate was heavily guarded 
and the guards were more than alert due to the contents of that 
wagon. To believe I could slip past them would have been sheer 
folly. But if I could have gained entrance into the castle, I could 
have hidden away and bided my time.’
Rowan nodded in understanding. ‘Please, continue.’
‘There is little else to tell,’ Lily said with a shrug. ‘I was taken 
to a chamber and given a bath and this gown. I complied, as 
I feared what might result from a refusal, and I also did not 
wish to cause trouble for the women charged with attending to 
me. Once I was properly cleaned and attired, they withdrew. I 
pushed a sturdy chair under the door handle and then fetched 
the drapes from the window to use as a rope. I knew it was 
of insufficient length to reach all the way to the ground, but I 
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hoped that I could climb through a window and succor a safe 
hiding place. Instead, I find myself here telling my sorry tale to 
you.’ She looked past Rowan’s shoulder towards the chamber 
door, her hands knotting in her lap.
Rowan did not immediately speak, his mind searching for the 
best solution. 
‘If you were able to get outside the castle gate, what would you 
do?’ he finally inquired.
Lily shot him a withering glance. ‘Return home of course. My 
poor father must be getting worried due to my absence.’
‘Would you not be frightened travelling alone and at night?’
‘It is not ideal, but it is far more appealing than staying here. 
Besides, if I had been able to procure a horse, my journey would 
have been much swifter. In addition, I was not going to travel 
the roads where bandits might lurk but cut through the forest.’
Rowan smothered an exclamation of amazement. ‘You could 
find your way through the forest at night? What of the wolves?’
‘The season has been good so far. There is plenty of game to 
satisfy them, therefore they are unlikely to bother with attacking 
anything so large and strong as a healthy horse.’
Rowan sank back into his chair. Clearly, she had thought this 
through. He was more intrigued than ever.
‘However, I would have grasped any opportunity to provide 
myself with a bow and sword.’
Rowan’s eyebrows flew up to meet his hairline. He vowed to 
himself that he would one day discover just how skilled Lily was 
at wielding a sword, although it might be prudent to ensure he 
was armed also. A plan had formed, and he leaned forward to 
ask one final question.
‘Will you trust me to help you Lady Lily?’
Lily turned her eyes onto his face, and Rowan found it 
difficult to keep from losing himself in her beautiful blue 
orbs.
‘Yes Sir Rowan,’ she said softly after searching his face. ‘I will 
trust you.’
Rowan beamed. ‘Then we must act quickly, before your room is 
found to be vacant,’ he leapt to his feet and moved to summon 
Caylan.
A short time later, two figures moved through the darkness to 
the little postern gate set in the castle wall. Rowan carried a 
small torch and spoke a few words to the guard posted at the 
entrance, who let them through without undo fuss. Caylan 
already waited outside holding Rowan’s horse. Lily wore Rowan’s 
large woollen mantle which covered her gown and concealed 
her figure. The hood was pulled over her hair and kept her face 
shadowed. Rowan’s second best sword was strapped to her side, 
and a bow and quiver waited on the saddle bow. She offered her 

hand to the handsome charger, allowing him to sniff it, then 
patted him on the neck. 
‘He is not a lady’s mount, but he is well trained and obedient,’ 
Rowan stroked the chestnut’s nose.
Lily gave a delightful little laugh. ‘I think we will get along 
splendidly.’
Rowan gave her a boost into the saddle. ‘My apologies that we 
were unable to provide you with a proper lady’s saddle, but it 
would have aroused too much curiosity.’
Lily chuckled again. ‘It is all right my Lord.’ She grasped 
Rowan’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘Thank you so very much 
for your help. I am in your debt.’
Rowan bowed over her hand, then dropped a feather light kiss 
onto the soft skin. 
‘ ‘twas my pleasure, my Lady.’
Lily patted the stallion once more. ‘I shall take good care of him 
until he can be returned to you.’ Then with one fluid and skillful 
motion, she wheeled the steed around and vanished into the 
night. 
Caylan nodded in the direction of the fading hoofbeats.
‘An uncommon wench, in more ways than one,’ he remarked 
sagely, watching Rowan carefully. 
The faint light from the torch showed a slight smile turning 
up the corners of Rowan’s lips. ‘Indeed,’ he answered, his eyes 
faraway, ‘a most uncommon wench!’



Sponsored by :  For res t  Done 
i t  R ight  Lawn Mowers
Anna Tennyson

‘COME HERE REBEL,’ FOREST CALLS OUT 

THROUGH HIS CIGARETTE. 

The mutt peeks his head through the pile of 
garbage with a Barbie doll gritted between 

his teeth. Forest reaches and grabs the slobbery doll out of his 
mouth, and throws the head, again knocking the mailbox over 
that was pried against the log. His arm is covered in faded 
tattoos his drunken buddy did when they were fighting in 
Vietnam. He has a tattoo of an American flag without the stars 
and a confederate flag without the blue. A Big Bass pro fitted 
hat covers a lawn mower tattoo stitched on his head, mowing 
his bald spot. 
Forest is passionate about lawn mowers, almost as much as 
hunting and beer. Old mowers surround the trailer. Forest is 
starting a new lawn mower business named Forrest Done it 
Right Lawn Mowers where he takes old lawn mowers out of the 
garbage, tries to fix them up and then sell them. 
‘Ever since Bo bought that real pretty blue one I fixed up real 
nice, I knew I had a business to run. He made me feel real 
proud. He says it don’t work all the time, but that don’t matter 
as long as his wife thinks it does,’ says Forest.
‘That’s right, Forest ain’t done nuthin’ right but lawn mowers 
and shooting the coons off the front porch,’ says Tina, as she 
spits her chewing tobacco out. 
‘That’s not what you said last night,’ snaps Forest.
Tina has red hair with bleached extensions that reach below 
her thighs and cover her push-up bra better than the belly shirt 
does. She flashes purple stick-on nails with gold tips, to match 
her gold T necklace. Her T necklace is a gift from Henry, at 
Your Corner Bait and Tackle Store. Henry and Tina have had a 
romance for years, but she has pretty much stayed true to Forest 
through it all.  
Tina is a stripper, someone who found dignity in the 
undignified. She has a job and is proud of herself. She was the 
first in the Johnson family not to be completely reliant on food 

stamps. She only works four times a week in order to be able to 
spend the other three nights with Rebel and Forest.
The Confederate flag guards the house, the mailbox, trucks, 
and lawn mowers. It accessorizes everything from baseball 
hats, toolboxes, lampshades, dog collars, trashcans, and 
shotguns. Camouflage covers the rest.
Forest laminated his first dollar bill that Bo gave him for fixing 
his lawn mower. He hangs it proudly, right next to his five foot 
hunting picture of him covered in blood and camouflage, with 
a cheeky smile clutching his beer and leaning against a dead 
deer. The other wall flashes the trout and bass tribute to Tina. 
There are forty-five Polaroid pictures of her and the fish that she 
caught.
There is a hole on one of the vinyl walls that is covered with 
fresh trash bags because Forest reversed his 1975 Chevrolet into 
the side. The orange velvet couch and the shag carpet give the 
illusion of warmth and drown out the sleet that is bringing in 
the night. A dark yellow recliner is placed two feet in front of 
the flashing static of the television that is picked up by the coat 
hanger antenna.
The hallways are hung with different models of lawn mowers 
and Chevrolet trucks. They have been cut out from magazines 
and old newspapers and are collaged with gold star stickers 
holding his favorite pictures, while duct tape does the rest.
The trailer has a horrible stench because of the dirty laundry 
covering the floor, couch and table while dirty dishes overflow 
in the sink. Tina is determined that it is not her fault because 
Forest promised her he would fix the washing machine and dish 
washer out of an old lawn mower engine.
‘Forest Maurice,’ Tina yells, ‘I’m fixin’ to beat your behind with 
your favourite wrench right here if something ain’t done about 
this nasty mobile home.’
‘Baby, I believe with my whole heart that I will get the perfect 
lawn mower engines to clean your princess clothes. I just wish 
you believed – just had an ounce of faith in lawn mowers like I 
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do,’ replies Forest.
Tina drowns out his southern twang with her favorite song.
 ‘Whose bed have your boots been under… whose lips have your 
lips been kissing,’ Tina squeals.
In response, Forest blasts the best of John Denver. The 
vibrations of the bass circulate the trailers, only to make Tina 
turn hers up louder. 
Forest starts blowing up camouflage balloons and starts cutting 
up deer meat for the The 2nd Annual Mud, Wrestle, Slide and 
Dive, sponsored by Forrest Done it Right Lawn Mowers, an 
event held in their backyard the next day. 
Tina wakes up before dawn to turn on the hose to make the 
mud pit in the backyard. With combined effort from the whole 
trailer park, they dig a twenty foot long mud pit that covers 
their yard and their neighbour Debbie’s yard. ‘I don’t mind if the 
mud pit stretches clear over to my yard. I have a deep love affair 
with mud wrestling and intend to keep it that way,’ says Debbie.
‘I agree completely,’ says Tina as she starts moisturising her skin 
with the mud.
Tina places cucumbers on her eyes and snuggles into the pit.
‘It’s like we’re at one of them fancy resorts, ain’t it?’
‘Yes ma’am. I don’t know why people would pay money for one 
of them when they can get the finest mud right here.’
Tina and Debbie notice a shadow towering over them. It 
is Forest dragging an old hunting stand to judge the mud 
wrestling. Forest climbs up and looks out of his binoculars. 
‘I don’t see why you would use binoculars when we’re right 
below you.’ 
‘I ain’t looking at you. There ain’t nothing to see. I’m watching 
out for Henry – he better not come near my 2nd Annual Mud, 
Wrestle, Slide and Dive event, sponsored by Forrest Done it 
Right Lawn Mowers.’
Trucks start rolling in, big trucks, trucks that hide all 
insecurities. Trucks that scream ‘I know how to hunt’ because 
they have a sticker of a buck head. Trucks that hide that their 
mom still washes their clothes and packs their lunches. Trucks 
that are covered in mud, from months ago, that they can’t 
wash off because nobody would they believe their muddin’ 
story. Trucks with twenty foot antennas, that proudly display 
confederate flags.
The Dixie Land Brothers blare up the driveway into the trailer 
park with Buck’s distinctive voice singing out of key. Buck 
stands on a mattress that is being towed behind a Ford. A rope 
is wedged on the back of his head, with two beers to help keep 
balance. Buck sees Tina, waves, loses his balance and stumbles 
off the mattress. 
Shelby, Mary-Margaret Katie and Shaina, all jump out of the 
truck to see if he is okay. Despite the sleet the night before, 

they are dressed in a variety of giant beer boxes with only string 
strapped to their shoulders to hold the boxes in place. All four 
stop in the mad dash and look down to check if the string is 
tight. Within seconds, Buck is on top of the deer stand holding 
a huge garbage can screaming: ‘Hey ya’ll, watch this!’ 
‘Hey Bo, can you get that big piece of wood and pry right over 
yonder,’ says Buck.
‘You ain’t gunna do that,’ says Bo.
‘Just give me the wood. I’ll show what I ain’t gonna do.’
‘Tina, get on up here, so someone can push me.’
Bo hands him the wood and places it diagonally between the 
mud pit and the deer stand. He tips the trash can over sideways 
and gets inside. 
‘Now push me sweet puddin’.’
‘Sure thang,’ Tina says while pushing him off the deer stand.
The trash can stays on the plank of wood for only a second. 
‘YYEEEEEEEEEEEEEWWW,’ Buck yells, as gravity pulls 
him into the mud. Two thumbs up surface the pit, everyone 
cheers. 
‘Alright ya’ll, can I please have your attention,’ Tina yells from 
the deer stand.
‘I want to thank all ya’ll for supporting this mud wrestling 
competition. Can Forest please join Buck in the pit for the first 
round.’
Buck wipes the mud off of his eyes while Forest launches his 
body at him. 
The crowd chants: ‘Forest, Forest, Forest.’ 
The girls in the beer boxes scream a high-pitched song for Buck. 
‘Buck Baby Baby Buck, Buck, Baby Baby Buck.’ Buck looks 
up, and in unison, the girls un-tie their string holding the beer 
boxes up, distracting him. Forest tackles Buck to the ground. 
Tina sips her beer and counts: ‘1, 2, and 3…’
‘Forest, baby, you are the winner!’ screams Tina.
Forest wrestles Bo, Hunter, Lowndes and Butler, and beats all of 
them. 
‘Now we only have four more contestants and I know that…’
 A loud muffler blares over Tina’s announcement, and she knows 
who it is. 
Tina takes a big swig of her homemade Ever-clear, sits low 
into the bottom of her lawn chair. She discreetly tucks her T 
necklace into her shirt. She knows why he is there, and what 
he wants. Henry’s eyes pierce Tina as he parks the car.  She 
prays that the deer stand will float into the air letting the sun 
sedate her with tiny raindrops forming a rainbow around her. 
She imagines flying frogs in the distance coming closer to save 
her, only to realise the frogs are swimming inside her stomach, 
slowly eating the lining away. 
Forest looks up and yells: ‘What on earth do you think you’re 
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doing coming here near my mud pit.’ Forest gazes at Tina and 
spits. 
‘You little slut, I didn’t want it to come to this,’ says Forest.
Buck and Debbie climb up the tree to get a better look. 
‘Stop it Forest,’ Tina yelled, ‘don’t hurt him, he didn’t mean to 
harm nobody!’
Henry takes off his shirt and Forest wipes the mud off of his 
forehead.
Henry throws the first punch and misses. Forest throws a punch 
back at him, knocking him to the ground. Henry pulls his feet 
from under him dropping Forest to the ground. 
‘STOOOOOOOOOOOOPPPPPPPP it ya’ll,’ Tina yells, 
right as Buck jumps from the tree on top of Forest and Henry, 
knocking them both unconscious. 
Tina starts shaking, nerves run to the tip of her fingers into her 
heart, then from her heart to the tip of her toes. A tsunami of 
tears gushes down her face.  
‘Tina, now you come with me right now, we don’t have to worry 
about hiding our love anymore!’ says Buck, proud of his efforts 
to knock out Tina’s other suitors. 
‘I don’t want your love, I need Forest,’ she says, as she shakes 
Forest to wake him up. 
‘Forest baby wake up, wake up Forest please! I am so sorry, I 
didn’t mean to hurt you baby,’ cries Tina.
The girls in the beer box start crying in unison, ‘I thought Buck 
loved us.’
‘Nobody loves ya’ll, you’re dumb,’ says Debbie as she shakes 
Henry.
‘They ain’t waking up,’ Debbie says hesitantly.
‘I got an idea, ya’ll stay put,’ says Tina.
About thirty minutes later Tina comes out with an old lawn 
mower and some paper clips. 
She places the paper clips around Forest and Henry’s fingers 
and connects them to the lawn mower. 
She yanks the lever up, but it does not start. ‘You said you fixed 
this one Forest,’ she yanks the lever again. ‘It ain’t workin’.
‘UGHGGGHHHHHHHHHH, baby come back to me,’ she 
screams as she pulls the lever again. This time it starts.
Forest and Henry open their eyes.
‘I knew it baby, I believe in lawn mowers.’
‘I do I do, I truly do!’



H e  d i d n ’ t 
c o m e  f o r  m e …
Tammy Zyderveld

NIT FIVE, WESTCHESTER STREET, MELBOURNE. Or was it number six? The 
directions she was given were vague, but Brooke trusted her instincts.  
The unit belonged to one of her oldest and closest friends Kat. Brooke 
had been in a relationship with Seth for two years, and, after multiple 
violent episodes, had finally found the courage to be rid of him. The 
bruises from their latest brawl had left Brooke incapacitated for several 
days. She needed the escape more than she realised. Leaving her former 
home, the home she had considered her safe haven, had not been a 
difficult task. Removing Seth, the parasitic body from her life, that was 
the battle. The next step now was to find a new place of security. Kat had 
already begun preparing for Brooke’s arrival. The spare bed was ready, 
fitted with fresh, clean sheets. Brooke set the kettle to boil, and threw 
her satchel on the spare bed.      
Unit Five, Westchester Street, Melbourne. He had been watching the 
unit for months, monitoring every departure and arrival that occurred. 
His infatuation with the owner had begun as simple fascination, but 
within a short time had grown to an all-encompassing need. He wanted 
Kat. He needed her. The street was quieter than usual. The only audible 
sound was Mrs Dubek’s cat from next-door, clawing at the abandoned 
sofa bed propped up against the brush thicket fence. His fingers felt 
along the upper wooden rim of the front door to the unit, and gently 
brushed against the cool metal of the spare key. No lights were visible, 
only the faint blue-glow of the television.    
Brooke was drawn away from her thoughts the second she heard 
the muted shuffle. The sound was so soft and abrupt it was hard to 
decipher. It sounded as if it had come from the front of the unit. The 
television was still switched on in the living room, volume set to 15, the 
newsreader providing locals with the late-night updates. 
There it was again; a soft, barely audible shuffle. Brooke slid off 
her bed and walked towards the door of the bedroom, towards the 
sound. Before her hand had reached the doorknob, the door flew 
open. His clenched f ist came down hard against her chest, knocking 
the air from her lungs. Brooke keeled over in pain, as the second 
blow pounded her temple. She lifted her head to see a dark figure lunge 
himself towards her. His fingers gripped her throbbing throat. The sheer 
weight of the intruder over her body caused immediate paralysis from 
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her chest to her toes. The stench of cheap wine, flavoured cigarettes, 
and sweat stained clothing, leaking through his pores caused Brooke’s 
stomach to spasm. A single scream required power that Brooke could 
not muster. The soft whimper that escaped her lips was all her lungs 
could handle. 
‘Stop… wha… what are you doing?!’ Brooke gasped, as the assault 
continued to rage. Her menial attempts to defend herself were nothing 
under his violent dominance. 
‘This is your fault Kat,’ he taunted. ‘You forced me to want you.’ Brooke’s 
mind was racing, as she writhed underneath the body of the intruder. 
‘I’m not Kat! Stop! Please!’ The overwhelming pain ran like electricity 
through Brooke’s body. Blow after blow after blow, the assault 
continued. It felt as though a knife was stabbing her continuously. 
Brooke wasn’t sure how much more she could handle. It’ll be over soon. 
It had to be. Brooke slipped from consciousness again, and again. 
Suddenly it stopped. He stood up. His laboured breathing began to 
calm. His heavy footsteps became softer and more distant until they 
reached the front door. There was a hard click of the lock, and then 
silence. 
Brooke lay still for the next hour, terrified to make a sound, and in 
too much pain to move. She finally found the courage to pull herself 
towards the edge of her bed. Her phone, still connected to the charger, 
showed three missed calls. They would have to wait. Brooke began to 
dial. Zero… zero… zero. 
‘Start from the beginning… Brooke?’ 
Mick had been working at the precinct for six years, and by this stage 
felt he could relay almost every detail of Brooke’s ordeal to her before 
a single word had been spoken. The gaunt expression on Brooke’s face 
showed the trauma of the night’s violence had not yet subsided. 
‘It’s possible he’s a serial offender. From our work with rape victims, 
some rapists claim to be seduced by their victims in overt ways, even if 
they never speak to one another, they somehow feel forced to give them 
“what they ask for”,’ mused Mick. 
Brooke’s expression stayed locked in a comatose gaze. 
‘Rapists generally justify their actions by placing the blame on their 
victims, and assuring themselves that they never would have raped if 
only those victims hadn’t failed at preventing them from doing so it’s…,’ 
Mick paused, ‘Brooke, I’m here to help you… the sooner you tell us 
what happened, the sooner…’ 
Mick stopped the second he saw the tears begin to accumulate in 
Brooke’s eyes. ‘I don’t want to push you Brooke, it’s just that if there’s 
any possibility of catching this predator, we need details… sooner rather 
than later.’ 
‘…I know’, sobbed Brooke. ‘I didn’t see him, it was so dark… my head 
was spinning the second he hit me.’ Brooke paused for a moment. 
She couldn’t understand why, but something from the previous night 
came back to her, something familiar… the smell. 
‘Marlboro,’ said Brooke. 
‘I’m sorry, Marlboro?’ questioned Mick. 
‘I used to smoke when I was sixteen, rarely, but my ciggie of choice was 
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Marlboro… he reeked of them.’ 
Mick sat quietly for a moment. ‘Brooke we’re going to need more details 
than that. I’m sorry to draw this process out, but honestly in order to 
help you, we need more details than simply a brand name.’ 
Brooke laid her head in her hands and began to sob. The only tangible 
recollection from that night, the one thing that was still clinging to 
Brooke’s body, was the pain.
‘Brooke have you seen a doctor?’ Mick was becoming impatient with the 
situation. This was the third reported rape case of the night, all of which 
had landed conveniently on his desk. Still coming down from the shock 
of the night before, Brooke felt emotionally numb; the pain was all her 
mind could focus on. 
‘I’ll get one of the officers to escort you to the district hospital. I want 
to make sure you’re seen by a doctor within the hour.’ Mick escorted 
Brooke to the revolving doors of the precinct. The cop car was waiting 
outside; the accompanying officer sipping hesitantly from his steaming 
cup of coffee. Brooke made her way to the back door of the vehicle.
Mick worried sometimes that he would lose his sense of empathy for 
victims. Every year, there were more and more cases on his desk.
The sterilising odour of alcohol, clinging to the covering of white vinyl 
tiling; men and women adorned in white coats and scrubs scurrying 
about their duties. The nurse addressed Brooke with a clinical tone and 
lifeless expression. There was little or no sense of empathy between 
Brooke and this woman. Brooke was reluctant to even bother with 
her; the last thing she needed was someone making her feel even more 
worthless than she already did. Brooke followed the nurse down the 
main wing, and into an open check-up room. 
‘I’ll be back in a moment’, the nurse mumbled under her breath. The 
tests took several hours to complete. After what felt like a lifetime to 
Brooke, the nurse handed her the results. Brooke felt her chest sink into 
her stomach. 
‘If that’s true… I can’t…’ Brooke stammered. She felt her knees give way 
beneath her. 
Brooke asked for her mother. Her relationship with her mother 
had been distant during her time with Seth, but Brooke knew her 
mother was the one person she needed to talk to. 
Her mother held her tightly, rocking her gently back and forth on the 
hospital bed. She slowly turned Brooke’s face towards hers so that their 
eyes met. 
‘I chose to keep you.’ 
Brooke’s look of puzzlement encouraged her mother to continue. 
‘You were the result of a rape Brooke. I chose to keep you.’ 
Brooke had never met her father; her mother had told her that he had 
taken off not long before Brooke was born. Her mother had chosen 
never to explain why. To explain that her conception had been the result 
of several pills, a bottle of tequila, and a flirtatious bartender who turned 
out to be her mother’s worst nightmare. 
‘Darling, no one can make this decision for you. I fought with myself for 
weeks. Abortion had crossed my mind, I admit. But in the end I couldn’t 
do it. I could feel you growing inside of me, your heart beating, you were 
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already living. 
‘The man that did this to you will pay for his assaults, believe me. But 
the child that is now growing inside of you was never given a choice.’ 
Brooke’s heart felt like molten lead, the crushing weight burning inside 
her chest. Never in her life had she imagined she would ever find herself 
in such a situation. She felt trapped, trapped by her pregnancy. The rape 
had left her hurt, damaged and broken.
‘Mum I can’t do it… what if I hate this child? My nightmare will be 
living inside of me!’ Brooke’s entire body was shaking uncontrollably. 
‘Darling, I had fallen in love with you before you were even born. 
Brooke I can’t tell you what to do. I don’t know how you’ll feel about 
this baby if you choose to go ahead with it… my shift is still going but 
I’ll be off by seven. I’ll come back and we can talk some more… rest 
Brooke.’ Her mother kissed her daughter on the forehead, and then left 
the room. 
Brooke laid her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. Tears were 
flowing freely, soothing her battered cheeks. Brooke looked around the 
room to see if anyone was nearby, and then began to pray. It was the 
most honest, broken conversation with God Brooke had ever allowed 
herself to experience. She didn’t know what to say, to ask, or even 
to apologise for. She just knew she needed guidance. Brooke placed 
her hands on her stomach and began to create tiny circles with her 
fingertips. She continued in this rhythmic pattern for more than an 
hour. Tears continued to fall from her eyes, but Brooke was beginning to 
find a level of peace. Her fingers gently stroked the skin of her stomach, 
feeling every tiny hair, every pore, and every minor indent. Brooke knew 
it was impossible that she might physically feel the baby’s movements 
in her womb, but part of her had already accepted its place inside of her. 
She was never given a choice in the rape, but she was given a choice 
now. 
And she had made it.
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