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From the Editor

Are you looking for your soul to be soothed? Maybe you need a 
good chuckle? You may even be looking for the thrill of a narrow 
escape. Perhaps you seek to stretch your mind, your compassion, 
your viewpoint. Or you may be casting about, searching for your 
place in the universe.

These are all challenging endeavors, and are all addressed 
by the authors included in the issue you hold in your hands. Once 
again, I am proud and honored to work with authors who aren’t 
afraid to put into words the things that many of us are thinking 
about. Authors who rework, polish and fine-tune those pieces 
until they shimmer with truth, soul and meaning.

Inside this issue, you will find the winning entries from 
our annual contest, as well as pieces accepted through our gen-
eral submission process. My only regret is that some very worthy 
pieces didn’t make it into this issue – if I had my way, I’d shine a 
spotlight on every author who is struggling to be heard. To each 
of you, I say: keep pushing, keep editing, keep polishing, keep 
trying. Most importantly,

Keep writing! 
Cynthia Philp 
Editor, Island Writer Magazine
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CONTEST SELECTION TEAM

The Victoria Writers’ Society annual contest is a long-standing 
tradition within our organization. It is an exciting opportu-
nity for local writers to have their work judged by experienced 
authors, and receive the chance to win prize money and publi-
cation in the upcoming edition of Island Writer Magazine. This 
year, Savi Hanning-Brown coordinated the contest entries, 
which were judged by local talent Marie Metaphor Specht, Bára 
Hladík and Caroline Mufford. We are deeply grateful to every-
one who submits their work, and remain in awe of the range of 
talent found in this corner of the world.

Savi Hanning-Brown – Contest Coordinator. Savi Han-
ning-Brown is a poet and multimedia artist raised in the rural 
mountains of Sinixt territory. Her poetry has been published in 
Black Bear Review, Chariot Press Literary Journal, Arc Poetry Mag-
azine, Prism International and Rejected Lit. Her favourite body of 
water is a river, and you will often find her near one.

Marie Metaphor Specht – Poetry Judge. Marie Metaphor Specht 
is a multidisciplinary artist, poet, and educator living on the 
unceded territories of the Lək̓ ʷəŋən-and SENĆOTEN-speak-
ing peoples. A long-time member of the Canadian spoken 
word scene, Marie is the sixth Poet Laureate of Victoria, Brit-
ish Columbia. In addition to her independent practice, she has 
collaborated with filmmakers, lighting engineers, dancers, and 
musicians to create immersive and interactive works. Marie 
believes in the transformative power of this art form and has 
had the privilege of coaching and creating space for youth poets 
for nearly two decades. Marie’s poetry has been published in 
Oratorealis, Untethered Magazine, Chestnut Review, The Hellebore, 
and Room Magazine, among others. Her debut full-length poetry 
collection, Soft Shelters, is out now with Write Bloody North 
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Publishing (2023). www.mariemetaphor.com Instagram: @
mariemetaphor

Caroline Mufford – Creative Nonfiction Judge. Caroline Mufford 
was born in Quesnel, B.C, where she worked as an editor, free-
lanced, and taught college English. Before moving back B.C. 
from California, Caroline earned her B.A. in Journalism at San 
Francisco State University, won a national Hearst Award among 
others, and edited several publications. She is the author of the 
book Quesnel: A Multicultural Tapestry, and has had work appear 
in Island Writer, Prism International, Nurseweek, Interior Woman, 
San Francisco, BC Business, the Cariboo Observer, California, and 
California Farmer, and elsewhere.

Bára Hladík – Fiction Judge. Bára Hladík is a Czech-Canadian 
writer and artist. She is the author of New Infinity (Metatron 
Press) and co-author of Behind the Curtain (Publication Studio). 
Her work can be found in Briarpatch Magazine, THIS Magazine, 
EVENT Mag, Carte Blanche, Contemporary Verse 2, Empty Mirror 
and elsewhere. She has been nominated for Best of the Net 
and her work was selected for Poetry in Transit in 2022. Born 
in Ktunaxa Territory, she now resides with her wife and book 
collection as a guest on the shores of the Salish Sea. https://
barahladik.com/ Instagram: @laughingmirrors_

For more information about our annual contest, please see the 
Victoria Writers’ Society website.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION FIRST PRIZE

Karin Hedetniemi
Still, I Do Not Love Paris

In the leaden grogginess of jetlag, I hear a disturbance in the 
hallway. Indistinct shouting, angry banging on each door in 
sequence. Is someone drunk? My phone glows 12:36 a.m. not 30 
minutes since I closed my eyes. I slip out of bed, tiptoe across the 
room and press my ear against the hotel door, straining to hear 
the unintelligible voice.

	և

The first time my husband and I visited Paris, we never expected 
to be confronted by armed guards with machine guns, patrolling 
the sidewalk outside our building due to recent acts of terror-
ism. Or the many endless mee-maws of sirens whenever we walked 
the Seine. We didn’t predict that, at 3 a.m. on our anniversary, 
a drunk reveller in the room directly above our bedroom would 
blast pounding music and screech karaoke. My husband had been 
inexplicably unwell, in pain and losing weight, an undiagnosed 
disease spreading through his body. I’d sobbed quietly in the 
dark, apologizing for the terrible Airbnb and the stolen sleep he 
needed so badly.

My husband had squeezed my hand and whispered affec-
tionately, “Babe, we’re in Paris.”

	և

The yelling descends the stairwell, waking guests on the lower 
floors. This man is a nuisance. He should be reported. I should 
report him.
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There’s a hotel phone on the bedside table beside my 
sleeping mother. Crawling across the carpet, I quietly pick up 
the receiver to call the front desk, but no matter which buttons 
I push, there’s only a static dial tone. I try my cell phone, calling 
the emergency number on the hotel business card, but there’s only 
a recording in robotic English: “This number is out of service.”

Now what? I listen. The hallway seems quiet again. I crawl 
back into bed, try to force sleep.

	և

My second visit to Paris had been more of a strategy to over-
come jetlag on the way to somewhere else. It had been a different 
season, the warmth of autumn. I’d stayed in a different arrondisse-
ment, wandered new streets, consciously tried to avoid ghosts. 
Still, I’d accidentally walked through their webs and shadows. 
My heart repeatedly ached, first by a loving presence, then by a 
vast absence. The crowded city was a parallel world inhabited by 
other untouchable people through which I moved, unseen. I had 
sobbed again at 3 a.m. in the draped dark of my room.

Babe, I’m in Paris without you.
	և

Now there’s a sudden sharp rapping on the door. Police! Again, 
POLICE! My heart races. I feel an instinctive protectiveness for 
my 83-year-old mother, passed out from the exhaustion of our 
journey. I scramble to shoulder the door and yell in my deep-
est, most authoritative voice, “I don’t know you!” The banging 
increases in aggression. Either I open this door to strangers, or 
they will break it down. I inhale deeply, summon courage, and 
fling the door open.

A police officer steps forward to the threshold, inches from 
my face. Another officer stands behind him, restraining a German 
shepherd lunging on a chain. The first officer orders me: “There’s 
a bomb – GET OUT.”
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	և

If you ask a hundred travellers whether they love or hate Paris, 
their answers will likely be polarized. Half will say the city is so 
romantic, iconic, a cultural wonder, the place of their fondest 
memories. The other half will say the city is dirty, the people 
are rude, it’s a challenge to navigate and most definitely not safe.

	և

I rush to wake my mother. She’s disoriented by the sudden com-
motion, doesn’t have her contact lenses in, can’t see, can’t find her 
clothes. She fumbles with the tiny lock on her suitcase. I urge, 
“There’s a bomb; we have to go!”

Mom can’t assemble; it takes time to put her shoes on her 
swollen feet. I wrap her in a bathrobe to cover her silk nightie, and 
in one swift move grab her black yoga pants, one of my shirts, our 
purses and the room key.

In what seems like a surreal movie, we descend the steep, 
dark spiral stairwell. Mom cannot flee; she can only take one hes-
itant step down at a time. I follow closely behind, holding her 
hand, patiently encouraging. I will not force her down, risk a 
broken ankle. I would not– absolutely will not – leave her behind. 
A strange calm descends through my body, a peace inside the 
danger.

If this is how we die, in a bomb on our first night in Paris, so be it. 
	և

We finally emerge into the fully lit lobby. The manager approaches 
us, apologizes for the disturbance. He suggests we join the other 
guests waiting inside a nearby restaurant, and points to the front 
door.

“Is there somewhere my mother could first get dressed?”
The manager confuses me by saying, “You may return to 

your room.” It seems we were the last guests to evacuate, the last 
room to be searched, and no bomb was found. A surge of relief 
floods my body. I burst into tears, my arm shaking around my 
mother, trying to process this moment: we get to live.
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The manager offers us a cup of tea, but I decline. We hav-
en’t slept since leaving home, 30 hours ago. Since the nauseous 
taxi ride under polluted yellow parchment skies, through traf-
fic congestion and the terrible road accident, where I squeezed 
my mother’s hand and whispered, “Don’t look, soon it will all be 
beautiful.” Since stumbling around city streets until afternoon 
check-in. Since unpacking, getting settled, then repacking and 
moving late at night to a more accessible room. Since the evac-
uation. It’s been a very rough start to Mom’s trip of a lifetime. We 
are delirious.

Mom and I take the elevator back to our room. In silence, 
we undress and change back into our nightclothes. Mom passes 
out immediately, but before I crawl into bed, I have a job. I drag a 
chair beside the door. Lay an outfit for each of us, tuck our shoes 
underneath. Hang our purses, place the room key. From this night 
forward, I will perform this emergency ritual before turning out 
the light.

Sleep finally comes, four hours before sunrise.
When we wake, it’s a chilly 9°C. We’re unprepared for late 

May’s unseasonal cold. We’re unaware we’ve been exposed to the 
pandemic virus for the first time and will soon be feverishly sick. 
Mom looks at me with bleary eyes, waits to hear my suggested 
itinerary for the day. She’s waited 50 years for this day. I will do 
anything to help create her fondest memories. How I long to make 
them for myself – to believe they are even possible. And the truth 
is they are not only possible, but promised: in some distant, form-
ing universe, where the startling and the sublime exist inseparably 
together, intertwined.

But shivering here on Rue St-Séverin, I only know my 
polarizing vote: it’s my third visit to Paris and still, I do not love 
this city.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION SECOND PRIZE

Emily Scott
The Kiss is Always where it Falls Apart

With my seasonal depression, the yearning for a relationship 
comes up occasionally. I dust off my dating apps, using the same 
words that led to fast openers in the past. This time, I’m brave 
enough to include things that I think might lead to something 
more. I never embellish, though. My degree and my smile have 
always been enough. For good measure, I even add a photo with 
my new highlights.

I know enough not to be the one to start conversations. Not 
to be too eager. Some messages trickle in, but still I respond like 
I’m returning a ball in a tennis match.

Each notification feels louder, begging to be answered, 
since I know the heat rises with every message. It’s the nature of 
dating, I know. There are only so many questions about your ideal 
date you can answer before logic stands that you should actually 
go out, or the same five photos you’ve been staring at in the photo 
gallery start to wear out.

It would be easy to stay behind the safety of a screen, but of 
course, that would be naïve.

I’m not scared of rejection. I’m scared they’ll choose me. 
Because then I have to be something I know I can’t be.

Classic bootcut jeans. Light, flowy top showing just enough 
cleavage. I do this to feel confident, but I don’t think about this 
version of me being his first impression.

The flow of drinks is an atmosphere in which I can adapt. 
He laughs. I laugh. A coffee date might turn into a night down-
town with a mug of beer if the vibes are good.
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Then. The inevitable happens. He kisses me. And in the 
most romantic of moments, I remember why I find solace in my 
singleness.

The kiss is always when it falls apart for me. No matter how 
many laughs we’ve shared or how confident I am in my feelings – 
even if I could scream from the rooftops, he is the one–I am always 
left gasping for air from the forced pressing of lips. It’s so biolog-
ical, absent of the magic the movies promise. For me, at least. I 
always wonder if they feel my body stiffen.

Except, I know the answer, because there were times they 
wanted more. And I wonder how long I can keep this charade up. 
Hand against my hips, shorter breaks between pecks.

I squeeze my fingers together as tight as possible to gain 
composure.

With muddled words, barely understanding them myself, 
I release myself from what comes next.

Once home, I wrap myself in my biggest hoodie. In the 
mirror, I’m someone I recognize again. My body is my own. Not 
for anyone else to share. My body is my protector, holding secrets 
my mind can’t bear.

Next time I’ll write the word in my profile. Or I’ll say it 
aloud.

In the quiet corner of my brain, where I occupy the most 
space, I feel weightless again.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION THIRD PRIZE

Don Niedermayer
Past and Presence

“The past is never dead. The past is never dead.
It’s not even past.”

WILLIAM FAULKNER

Just west of Kimberley in the Purcell Mountains of British 
Columbia is St. Mary’s Alpine Park, a protected wilderness area 
closed to all motorized vehicles at the time I knew it. The only 
way in or out, then, was by hiking or skiing, using pack horses 
and mules, or flying in by helicopter.

I often went backcountry ski touring into the St. Mary’s 
wilderness with a gifted mountain guide, Art Twomey: friend, 
photographer, environmental activist, glacial geologist, ava-
lanche expert, author and explorer. Art had a permanently wise, 
wild and constant twinkle in his eyes.

He and his partner, Margie Jamieson, horse and mule lover 
and a farrier besides, took me and many others into a truly rare 
and unforgettable experience of wilderness. Art and Margie were 
instrumental in creating and preserving the St. Mary’s Alpine 
Park. This led to the later creation of the Purcell Wilderness Con-
servancy in southeastern British Columbia.

Together they established, through hard, often backbreak-
ing work and dedication, a backcountry touring territory in the 
St. Mary’s wilderness. Several log cabins were constructed, all by 
hand, with materials that had to be flown in. The cabins allowed 
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access to varying terrains for skiing powder snow and hiking. 
Every time I ventured within this isolated wilderness, both in 
winter and in summer, I felt I was journeying into Shambala, a 
hidden paradise of massive mountains and deep valleys.

On one of our winter trips, Art asked those of us willing 
to accompany him into the wilderness to help him test some 
plastic sleds that he was thinking of using on a second unfunded 
and unsponsored expedition to Mount Everest. The sleds, he 
explained, provided they passed the test, might be used to cross 
the dangerous Khumbu icefall en-route to the summit of Everest 
via the South Col. All of this was still in the planning stages. We 
agreed to be his guinea pigs by pulling the sleds behind us to the 
base cabin at Boulder Creek.

We drove as far up the St. Mary’s River as we could, parked 
our vehicles, put skins on our touring skis, swung our backpacks 
onto our shoulders, and began a 10 hour climb to Boulder Creek. 
Loaded with gear, the sleds weighed like anchors.

The snow at lower levels was not dry. It was spring weather. 
Snow clumped and clung to our skis. We climbed switchback after 
switchback, hauling the blessed sleds behind us. Invariably, when 
the grind is over, everything feels great – you’ve made it, after all. 
Along the way, however, there is hard and sweaty slogging in a 
glorious landscape.

Not only was Art a talented guide, he was a natural story-
teller. He knew how to keep us going with his stories as we cursed 
our way into the night, our headlamps faltering as we became 
more and more weary. Art must have inherited something of his 
storytelling capacity from his father, who was for a time the cura-
tor of the Carnegie Museum and the engineer of a stretch of the 
Pan American highway through what is now Belize.

When we finally arrived at heaven’s door – the darkened 
structure of the main cabin at Boulder Creek standing out against 
the surrounding trees and the frozen stars – we stepped weakly 
out of our skis and stuck our poles into the snow outside the door. 
Then we unloaded the sleds, brought the gear inside the cold 
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cabin, and threw ourselves onto our cots. Tireless, Art started 
the stove and prepared enchiladas verdes that rapidly disappeared 
among the ravenous crew, followed by hot chocolate.

Then he prepared the sauna in an octagonal log structure 
near the main cabin. It was a sweat lodge really, with hot coals, 
low fire, water and steam, to soothe sore muscles and tired bones.

As we began to sweat in the heat, the sickly familiar smell 
of previous inhabitants began to permeate the air with a scent of 
eau de rat. And when we could no longer stand the heat and smell, 
we pushed each other out into the snow. The cold clear night air 
filled and bit into our lungs. Stars shone like flashlights against a 
blue-black tapestry and patterned the snow all around us.

We ran and rolled naked in the snow and cracked a hole 
in the ice where a stream ran beneath its covering of snow. By 
gripping the edge of the ice with both hands, I could swing my 
body fully under the water running in the creek, a fully immersible 
experience.

Near the main cabin, an A-frame outhouse sat nobly on 
the edge of a snowy drop toward the valley below. I doubt there is 
any outhouse in the world with a view like that. In the early day-
light you could see to the far end of the valley. On warmer days, 
perched within the outhouse like an eagle on a branch, you might 
see avalanches roaring down the opposite side of the valley. That 
first night, though, my eyes were open only enough to find my 
sleeping bag and a cot. 

From the base cabin, we trekked and climbed most of the 
next day to reach the crest of an open west-facing slope that rolled 
in waves of powder snow towards the valley far below us. That 
day remains vividly within my mind. It was sunny with some high 
clouds. The snow was perfect, with no avalanche danger. Five 
of us, weary from the long climb and grateful for being there, 
gathered at the top of the slope as the sun began to set – Art; 
Jeremy Schmidt, a writer/photographer from Outside magazine; 
two friends of mine, Terry Thompson from the Lower Mainland 
and Dick Johnson from Calgary; and myself.
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We were surrounded by high, snow-covered mountain 
peaks in all directions. As the sun set in the west, the peaks around 
us began to flare in flashes of light, one after another, a festival of 
candles against a background of golden clouds and distant white 
light.

To the east, the peaks changed to brilliant reds of twi-
light and alpenglow. We were like astonished Haj pilgrims 
before a Kaaba of wilderness. Unfolding before us, and in us, 
was something that could only be shared in community – a vast, 
unforgettable, universal silence and expanse that included even 
us in its immensity and beauty.

As with everything that betrays our limited temporal pres-
ence in a spatial-eternity beyond understanding, we could bear 
this immensity but for a moment. Then, a single voice broke the 
silence. “Now.”

We began our descent on skis, making long swooping tele-
mark arcs in the snow, crashing and falling and whooping until we 
reached the trail that would take us back to the comfort of a fire, 
a meal and sleeping bags. 

It was late before we reached the cabin. The trail was illumi-
nated by stars and snow. Exhausted and alive, incapable of speech, 
we sat together under a blanket of sacred silence, breathing softly 
the vapours of hot tea.

After a week in this wilderness, vegetarian or no, we headed 
for the first restaurant to devour steak tartar.

	և

Years later, when I had moved to México, I received a telephone 
call telling me that Art and others died on their way to give an 
avalanche course in the St. Mary’s wilderness. Their helicopter 
flew into the granite face of a mountain peak.

Gone.
It still hurts – a gift, a grieving that holds all the precious-

ness of a beautiful life.
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	և

This life that is all around us, like the flashing peaks in a setting 
sun, is also a dying. Art died living. Those, like him, who have 
brought so much into our lives live within us still. They are both 
present and absent. 

A dream image:
I am sitting with Margie and Art on a beach along the east shore of 

Columbia Lake (as we sometimes did). Art, with his long black beard 
and his lanky frame, seems out of place in a bathing suit. He raises his 
arm toward the far mountains in the west, toward his beloved Purcell 
wilderness. I follow the direction of his arm, but cannot quite see what 
he sees. Then my own vision begins telescoping on a mountain ridge in the 
distance until I see, quite clearly, a mountain goat walking confidently 
along the very edge of the ridge.

The lives that we live are not solitary lives, but roots and 
flowers.
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FICTION FIRST PRIZE

Nigel Greenwood
Better Company

The hour before dawn is the darkest? Not dark enough, she 
thought.

Nicole stirred uneasily in her bunk, willing her body to find 
some comfort in the hard board beneath her. Fatigue would nor-
mally have overwhelmed any physical impediments, but this time 
her mind kept her awake.

Yet even that was wearisome; she could not achieve the 
mental detachment she craved. Was she then imprisoned in the 
mind only, and not in reality? Or was that backwards; physically 
captive but free in her mind? Perhaps a captive to her own ambi-
tions and desires? 

She dredged up some vaguely remembered philosophy 
and commanded herself to become a true Stoic. What had Dr. 
Morgan taught them about Epictetus at college–that nothing is 
either good or bad except that we make it so by our own response? 
She was sure she must have garbled this. In any case, what kind 
of Stoic was the good professor? Wasn’t he also the one who had 
fed them the romantic notion of chasing Joseph Conrad through 
southern seas with the example of his own active maritime career? 
And what had Dr. Johnson said about that? “No man should go 
to sea who has the fortitude to get himself into gaol”? And why? 
Because gaol offered better accommodation, better food and, 
commonly, better company! 

Ironically, she had chosen the sea. And that had led to a 
secure and valued identity as Captain Nicole Stafford, Master 
Mariner. It had not been an easy career. But it was at least of her 
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own choosing and achievement, leading right up to her most 
recent assignment as Ice Navigator.

Nicole reflected on how her life seemed a continuing strug-
gle. The remembered effort of it increased her discomfort, and 
she tossed irritably on the stiff bed. Perhaps was it an alternate 
philosophy “Forgive them Father, for they know not what they 
do.” That would give some meager comfort, despite her previous 
lapse in faith.

It was still a man’s world. Some quarters were becoming 
more open, but that had not been her last ship. The crew, a mix of 
Russians, Ukrainians, Indians and Filipinos, was a closed society 
in more ways than one. It was separated from the world by geog-
raphy and time, and by a conservative tradition, far more than by 
the technical constraints of parsimonious internet access.

The Master had exemplified this. A spare, weathered Rus-
sian, he exuded “old school.” From the top of his close-cut grey 
head to his toes, his tightly compacted figure spoke of a lengthy 
ascetic existence at sea. He was severe, taciturn and reserved. He 
had treated her to very proper yet guarded courtesy, underscored 
with skepticism. Indeed, the whole crew had been wary, inquisi-
tive and suspicious. They addressed her formally as “Mrs. Nicole,” 
with a hint of uncertainty about her marital status. As the lone 
woman onboard, she had felt observed, examined and even dis-
sected, albeit safely at a distance.

It had quickly become apparent that biases and prejudices 
were rife within the all-male crew. The Chief Mate was mature, 
tired and querulous, with limited English; he largely ignored her. 
The Second Mate was young, inexperienced, fluent in English and 
occasionally engaging. But he was anxious to please the Master on 
his first appointment as Second, and thus too busy to be conversa-
tional with a supernumerary. It was the Third Mate that was the 
butt of all their jokes. He was only marginally younger than the 
Second but seemingly arrested in his advancement. 

She remembered Third as either inappropriately boister-
ous, or harbouring a worried, hurt look in his wide sensitive eyes. 
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He was garrulous, and had eyed her hungrily in a disconcerting 
way. He craved affirmation and continuously struggled for the 
Master’s approval, which he could not get by any means. The 
Master despised his Millennial weaknesses–all video games and 
fond imaginings rather than hard work. Clearly his pudgy frame 
and soft hazel eyes also offended the older man’s severe masculine 
ethic. Nicole’s feminine empathy had been touched by Third. Yet 
not even she had been able to warm to him. The infinite wea-
riness with which he hauled his sad carcass into the mess-room 
each morning made her want to kick him in the ass and tell him 
sharply to “buck up!” Even at that point she had an intimation 
that it would end badly for him. With hindsight, she saw a friendly 
word might have worked better.

She shifted restlessly again, ashamed at that memory. 
Trying to generate some warmth under the thin, rough blanket, 
she rubbed her feet one against the other. She wondered how she 
would tolerate this much longer. 

Why was it so hard to be taken seriously; to be recog-
nized and accepted for what you are? What did that mean in 
her case? Her full name, Nicole de Laperouse Stafford, spoke of 
Anglo-French connections before Canadian. Her complexion, 
of something vaguely East-Indian. Her identity was anomalous; 
not the right kind of “French,” not the right kind of “Indian” 
– not native-born Canadian in any sense. On top of this, her 
exotic attractiveness–intense blue eyes in a coffee-coloured face–
alarmed or excited people. Either case was occasionally difficult 
to manage.

So it had been in the ship. Nicole had worked hard to prove 
herself capable. She had firmly directed the activities of the mates 
on watch regarding the hazards of polar waters. She had coached, 
counselled and instructed the Master in matters of ice navigation 
and regulation, respectfully deferring to his command author-
ity. Still, in his body language he bristled at being advised by a 
woman. The company had foisted on him this unwanted female 
help.
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Hard-won, grudging respect came with a limit. One 
evening, she had attempted to engage the Master in social conver-
sation. Asking about his children, she gained the scant intelligence 
that he had two daughters, both “good mothers.” She was accus-
tomed to such deliberate rebukes to her, an attractive woman of 
childbearing age employed far from the hearth. He had further 
clarified that the sea was “no place for women.” She had looked in 
vain for evidence that this belief was either professional jealousy 
or a desire not to be reminded of the foregone pleasures of home. 
But the Master was a sphinx; entirely unfathomable on matters 
of personal feeling.

The days had passed with almost identical monotony on the 
first voyage. The warming temperature of the developing Arctic 
summer disposed of the ice quickly and left her explaining the 
historically unpredictable conditions that justified her presence 
onboard. The Master had answered her rationalization with a 
bemused smirk and silence.

On the ship she had felt like a prisoner on limited parole, or 
perhaps house arrest. She tramped from bunk to bridge to break-
fast table, and repeated the cycle three times a day.

For weeks, Nicole had felt the social isolation of different 
languages, and her own existence outside the formal structure and 
function of the ship’s tight society. Notwithstanding English as 
the official language of the sea, the social discourse of the crew 
was mostly in Russian. Nicole tried to read the body language and 
voice tone on the bridge, but so much of it just seemed to her angry 
and vehement – and more so when Third was involved.

The normally newsy interface with terminal staff had 
likewise been terse, the usual courtesies constrained by COVID 
precautions to bare necessity. This seasonal conveyor of ships 
linking the Canadian north to the world went unseen and unheard 
about the top of the world. Nor had the ships heard much in 
return. Without Internet connection for weeks at a time, Nicole 
reflected ruefully on her complete ignorance of world affairs. 
The previously consuming affairs of national and international 
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politics, all played out against an apocalyptic global health crisis, 
had vanished from her mind. That had seemed like such a hard-
ship, she recalled with a wry grimace.

Listening carefully now, she noticed the telltale sounds of 
a gradual awakening around her. A few muffled coughs above the 
pervasive buzz of the fluorescent lights and the faint hum of ven-
tilation. A distant door slammed. A stifled cry. She drew a deep 
breath and thought: another day, another suffering. Again, some 
snippets of Stoic wisdom came back to her and, oddly, something 
from her musical training: “In theory, theory and practice are the 
same; in practice they are not.” So perhaps it was not all in the 
mind … ?

With effort, she recalled how the rest of her time in the ship 
had passed. The employment had dragged through two tedious 
voyages largely bereft of ice. Yet she had been happy to be thus 
occupied; from every brief snippet of available news it seemed 
that the ship was the safest place to be while a global pandemic 
ravaged populations, economies and political careers. Nicole 
had been glad for the foresight that kept her onboard the ship in 
preparation for a late-season voyage across the Russian north. 
Nonetheless, she had been dreading the additional imposition of 
two weeks’ quarantine on return home. This had loomed like a 
further penance on “time served.”

With shame now, she recalled the more significant wea-
riness that the pandemic had caused so many of the crew. Most 
were beyond their contract dates at that point, some of them had 
been close to a year at sea. Quietly, she wept for all those separated 
from their families, feeling that deprivation very keenly herself.

The final voyage had traced the limits of polar waters up 
over the north of Norway and into the Barents Sea, following 
the bitter tracks of Nordenskjold to the Russian Northern Sea 
Route. It was a 30-day voyage that commenced with five hours 
of daylight in each 24 and dwindled to complete darkness. The 
vessel crunched its way slowly eastward through the thickening 
crust of the Siberian seas. The master could not handle this all 
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himself and came, unwillingly but in the end gratefully, to value 
her assistance through the long nights of unremitting vigilance 
and concentration.

Yet it had not been her skill as a mariner that clinched her 
acceptance in the end. Ironically, it had been her ability to com-
municate beyond linguistic limitations that made her one of them.

Nicole tensed at the memory and squirmed on her bunk. 
She re-imagined the pain and anguish again, feeling it not on her 
own body, but as if she were experiencing it on behalf of someone 
else.

She remembered that morning she had come to the bridge. 
It was just after breakfast, when she had come to take up her 
post by the forward windows. The bridge was shrouded in the 
near-perpetual darkness, the night-lighting bleeding a sanguinary 
glow over the dim outlines of the console. But it was suddenly 
loud, and this time unmistakably angry; she heard the Master’s 
voice raised in a threatening manner, and then the Boatswain’s 
deep baritone growled something incomprehensible from the 
starboard wing of the bridge. 

She had quickly moved in that direction. In the raised beam 
of the Master’s torch, she had seen Third barricaded behind the 
starboard pelorus, brandishing a wheel-spanner, the Master and 
Boatswain having cornered him effectively against the windows. 
A forceful confrontation was imminent.

Third had been shouting incoherently. She recognized the 
tone: a litany of complaint, injustice, excessive demands and wea-
riness. But this was not just his usual whining. Nicole sensed a 
keener tone of sadness and a hint of desperation. He was crying, 
almost howling, throwing out recriminations. Indecipherable in 
the particulars, they were plainly intelligible as the pain of all 
people who feel themselves misunderstood and unappreciated. 
With a sinking heart, she had seen that he held a knife in his other 
hand.

Without thinking she had quickly pushed her way between 
the uncompromising stances of the Master and Boatswain, 
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evading their efforts to restrain her. Approaching Third with 
empty hands spread in supplication, she had softly voiced reassur-
ance, expressing calm in tones of contrast to the suddenly silenced 
threats behind her. She had cooed French and English equally, 
using every expression of mollification that she had heard as a 
child, knowing that he would not understand the words, but that 
he would recognize the universal message of maternal comforting. 

She had sensed, rather than felt, a movement behind her 
and had angrily waved it back. Bit by bit she had approached Third 
until she had been able to prise the knife out of his hand and pass 
it behind her to the Boatswain. Then she had enveloped Third in 
a soft embrace and led him, weeping, past the Master and down 
to his cabin.

Nicole had become truly indispensable after this. As Third 
remained confined to his cabin, she had covered his watches. Even 
later, when he was reinstated following a long interview with the 
Master, she had doubled with him as a condition of his parole. 
With this chastened complement, the ship had completed its dark 
voyage and brought its valuable cargo of Baffin iron to Qingdao 
in northeast China.

Nicole had stayed just long enough to collect her Testi-
monial of Service from the Master before heading ashore. With 
port formalities completed, he had seen her off with something 
bordering on emotion. Nothing effusive, but a politely restrained 
expression of thanks, and a belated recognition of qualities 
beyond his experience. For a brief instant she thought he might 
articulate something truly personal, but then it passed unsaid. 
For her part, she had no need to get maudlin either, nor would she 
tarry long in Qingdao – she was going home to better food, better 
surroundings, and better company.

She was truly awake by now, and there was no more pre-
tending that she was anywhere else but here. Her seagoing career 
was firmly and distantly in the past. A sharp rap on the door, a 
key twisted in the lock, and her door flew open with a clang. She 
tossed off the blanket quickly, then folded it with care. Observe 
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the ordinary, she told herself with deliberation, conduct each day 
with dignity.

Taking a step toward the door, she briefly stumbled with 
the effects of sleep deprivation, then caught herself and moved 
on, passing between the waiting guards and moving smartly to 
the right. She knew the morning routine well by this time.

Small women watched her as she passed the meal line. In 
return she observed identical brown eyes, straight black hair, 
tiny female frames in matching grey fatigues. They regarded 
her with curiosity, and with silent but reserved sympathy. She 
was not a political prisoner like them, but a Canadian naval spy, 
infiltrated into a Chinese naval port onboard a Russian ore ship. 
That’s what they knew about her, and how she came to be in this 
Chinese prison. In the briefest of conversations at mealtime, they 
had expressed skepticism about the “naval” part, but they were 
prepared to believe the rest.

Well, at least they got the Canadian part right, Nicole 
mused. Aside from that, they were pretty good company.
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FICTION SECOND PRIZE

Philip Calvert
Desperado

Wayne Barker stood in the entrance hallway of his house, holding 
a cardboard box. 

A light September breeze blew through the open door, 
drying the sweat on his back. He used his toes to pry the shoes off 
his feet, one after the other, without bending over, then walked 
slowly into the living room and set the box down on a low, wooden 
coffee table. He stood still, tie askew and white shirt open at his 
neck.

Wayne was a squat, barrel-chested man, early 60s, with a 
broad face and flat brown eyes. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, 
and his thick forearms glistened with a fine layer of sweat.

A framed certificate lay across the top of the box, ornate 
blue letters thanking Wayne for his “thirty years of dedicated 
public service.” Below the ornate blue text was a jagged scrawl 
closely resembling the premier’s signature.

There wasn’t much in the box, mostly just office junk along 
with a large Tibetan knife in a silver scabbard. And a photo in 
a black frame. Janice in a pink shirt, smiling broadly into the 
camera, short salt-and-pepper hair and green eyes. Over her 
shoulder, a huge thick-lipped stone face half-hidden by jungle 
glowered in the morning sun.

Wayne picked up the photo and stared at it for a minute. 
Then he crossed the living room and set it up on the mantel over the 
fireplace, sat on the sofa, and stared at it some more. He stood up 
and went into the bedroom, stripping off his suit and throwing it on 
the floor in a crumpled heap before putting on shorts and a t-shirt.
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He went into the garage, where a cherry-red Prius sat in 
one bay, and tools lined the walls of the other, all neatly hung on 
hooks over a worktable where a half-finished wooden jewellery 
box sat in a pile of wood shavings, beside a dried-up tube of glue. 
A heavy punching bag hung on a chain, wrapped in duct tape. A 
grey exercise mat, sweat-stained and flattening out at the sides, lay 
on the concrete floor beside it.

Wayne wrapped his hands in long, narrow strips of cloth. 
He hit the heavy bag over and over, saying fuck-fuck-fuck, his voice 
growing louder and louder. Then he stopped, went back into the 
living room, and sat rubbing his knuckles while his breathing 
slowed. He threw the cotton strips in the washing machine.

The next morning Wayne stood looking out the front 
window. His street bordered a park overlooking the Nechako 
River, a green expanse of grass, picnic sites and groves of aspen 
and spruce, named after a long-dead mayor. All the houses dated 
from the Seventies, low bungalows with two-car garages and 
dark wooden siding. It had felt quiet and safe when he and Janice 
bought it. Now Wayne muttered curses to himself as he scoured 
the front lawn daily for needles and beer cans.

The neighbour’s golden retriever was squatting to crap 
on his front lawn. Wayne rushed out, missed the first step and 
landed awkwardly, twisting his left foot. Something gave in his 
ankle and Wayne muttered “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” before limping 
back inside, the ankle screaming at him. He lay on the sofa for the 
rest of the day, re-reading British detective novels and putting ice 
on the swelling.

He walked gingerly around the house the next day, putting 
some weight on the ankle. In the afternoon he limped to the front 
hall closet and waved his hand around in it until he put his hand on 
a cane he’d found amongst his father’s things. Dark wood, with a 
heavy metal handle coated in silver.

The next evening he sat with his old colleague Gordon 
Wiseman, eating sushi and grilled eel in a shiny new down-
town restaurant. Wayne and Gordon’s table was by the window, 
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overlooking the parking lot. A dozen 20-somethings sat at a long 
table chatting loudly over Sapporos and sake under a Japanese 
painting of a gigantic wave.

Gordon was tall and cadaverous, with bushy eyebrows and 
an ironic twist to his mouth that made him look like an Oxford 
don. He had worked in Regional Planning, a floor below Wayne, 
before retiring the year before. “Look, I know this isn’t the kind 
of retirement you were planning,” Gordon was saying.

“No shit.”
Gordon sighed and pressed on. “Look, I’m really sorry 

about Janice. Everybody is. But you can’t be a hermit. Get out and 
meet people. It’ll make you feel better.”

“Since when did people make me feel better?” Wayne said, 
picking up a piece of grilled eel with his chopsticks. “Janice was 
the people person.”

“How about travel? You guys had all these travel plans. 
Why not pick up on one? Egypt?”

Wayne shrugged and sipped from a small porcelain cup 
of sake.

“Then get out and find a sport. Something where you meet 
people. Maybe pickleball.”

“Pickleball? Jesus.”
Gordon looked at him steadily. “Just let me know if I can do 

anything. You just seem–I don’t know.” He leaned into the table. 
“Look. I have this counsellor. A guy. He helped me a lot through 
the divorce.”

Wayne nodded again, chewing more eel.
It was starting to get dark by the time they left the restaurant. 

Gordon weaved his way to his car, shouting, “Call me!” as he got in.
Wayne started on a shortcut home through the park. Half-

way across, near a small grove of spruce trees, he heard harsh, 
loud cursing and a faint cry. He followed the sound through the 
spruce trees to a patch of dirt. Light from the street shone through 
an opening in the trees, revealing three figures. One guy, tall with 
bushy hair, was holding a smaller one from behind while the third 
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person, heavier than the other two, punched him. First in the gut, 
then the face, then back in the gut again. The victim wheezed and 
cried and slumped onto the ground moaning.

“Hey!” Wayne cried out without thinking. The big one 
doing the hitting turned around and took a step forward, loom-
ing over Wayne.

“Fuck off, old man,” he sneered, “before you get hurt.” He 
turned and kicked the whimpering bundle at his feet.

Wayne started walking slowly away, his heart pounding. 
Then he stopped and looked at his cane. He grabbed it by the 
bottom, then turned around and, limping slightly, walked qui-
etly back. The bushy-haired guy was bent over the figure on the 
ground, reaching into his pockets. The big one who’d spoken to 
Wayne was standing on one leg as he drew his foot back to kick 
his victim again.

No one saw Wayne. He swung the head of the cane into 
the big guy’s other knee. There was a loud crack and the big guy 
screamed as he fell to the ground. Bushy-hair looked up as Wayne 
swung the cane into the side of his head. His eyes rolled up and he 
dropped to the ground and lay still. The first guy was still scream-
ing, so Wayne turned back to him, standing over him as he kicked 
him in the head, over and over until he stopped screaming and just 
lay there, dark fluid coming out of his mouth and ear.

The victim was curled up in a ball on the ground, eyes 
closed, hands protecting his head. Wayne glanced at him, then 
reversed his cane again and started walking away, hands shaking, 
pulse racing, breath ragged. No one followed him home.

He moved carefully around the kitchen, hands trem-
bling slightly as he took a heavy glass down from the cupboard. 
He opened a cabinet and took out a pinched bottle of scotch, 
unscrewed the cap, and carefully poured two inches. Reached into 
the freezer and took out an ice cube tray, which he emptied into a 
plastic bag. He walked slowly back to the living room, put his leg 
up on the coffee table with the bag of ice on top, and sipped his 
whisky while he waited for the trembling to stop.
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Wayne sat in the living room for a long time. Then he went 
into the bathroom, undressed, and stood under the shower, his 
forehead leaning against the wall. Suddenly he looked up and got 
out of the shower, leaving a trail of wet footprints as he went back 
to the front hall and retrieved the cane. He put it in the shower 
and turned the water on again, water pouring over the silver head. 

	և

Two weeks later, Wayne lay in a hospital bed, his side wrapped 
in a thick bandage.

Gordon Wiseman was bent precariously over the foot of the 
bed like an aging grasshopper, eyes fixed on Wayne’s face. Wayne’s 
son David was squeezed into the hard chair beside the bed, with 
the curtain that divided the room clinging to his back. He was in 
his late thirties, with Janice’s slender build, weak grey eyes under a 
high forehead, and thick glasses. His hand rested on Wayne’s wrist.

“Doctor says the knife just slightly nicked my liver, but 
nothing to worry about,” Wayne told them. “They’re letting me 
out tomorrow.” 

“Good, yeah… .” David hesitated. “You know, I talked to 
the cops. Some wino claims you went after those three guys first.”

Wayne grunted. “Horseshit.”
“Look, Dad, you sure you can manage on your own? If 

Mom were here she’d say –“
“Yeah, well, she’s not. Here, I mean. Is she?”
David stiffened and abruptly withdrew his hand. “Okay, 

well. I can get a flight home in a couple hours. If you don’t need me.”
“Say hi to Allen.”
“Alex.”
“Right. Tell him I say hi.”
Gordon remained at the end of the bed, staring after David 

as he left the room. He turned back to Wayne. “You sure you don’t 
want to talk to that counsellor? The one I told you about?”

Wayne waved his hand dismissively. “I just need to get 
home.”



VOLUME 25 • ISSUE 2 • WINTER 2025  	 29

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

	և

Wayne sat in his living room wearing a black leather jacket and 
heavy hiking boots. The cane rested across his knees, his right 
hand tracing the edges of the silver handle. The photo of Janice 
lay face down on the mantle. He moved his lips silently, then 
stood up and went to the front door, locking it behind him.

The wind had come up, giving the night air a slight chill. 
Bare branches shifted and waved overhead as he walked toward 
the park. A kid sat on the fence across the street, gazing at his 
phone. He raised his head and looked through Wayne. 

Overhead, clouds were blowing across the face of a cres-
cent moon. Somewhere down the street a car door slammed. Faint 
laughter came from a brightly lit house on street.

This time there were at least half a dozen of them under 
the trees in the same corner of the park. Dark figures against the 
streetlight. Wayne paused about 10 feet away from them. One 
looked up with a puzzled smile. The guy who had stabbed him.

“Fuck you doing here, old man? You back again?”
Wayne lifted his cane and moved closer. “Come on, you 

fuckers. Punk pieces of shit. Come on.”
The guy hesitated. “Piss off. You’re gonna get hurt. Again.” 
Two guys at the back of the group, in identical black hood-

ies, backed away. “Let’s get outta here. Forget the crazy old fucker,” 
one said to the other. Then they disappeared into the night.

“Come on, you bastards!” Wayne yelled. He moved for-
ward again, and the rest of the gang encircled him silently in the 
dark. He raised his cane and swung at the first guy, the one who’d 
stabbed him. The guy jumped back and the cane passed harm-
lessly in front of him. Behind him there was the soft click of a 
switchblade and the rattling of a chain.

They moved in around him, raising their blades. Wayne 
lifted his cane and swung at the first guy again, smiling broadly 
as they closed in.
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FICTION THIRD PRIZE

Kim Harrison
This was My House Today

As I write these notes, I tell you this: I do not live for anyone, only 
for myself. Do you believe me? I came in through the cracks in the 
clouds, the gaps between the trees. My soul eye scanned the sol-
itary cabin on the side of the hill above the ocean. I arrived there 
to fill the vacancy within its space. My greatest high, finding an 
empty home. I rapped on the door to make sure. My first concern, 
safety for all. Then Johnny Crowbar took the window out. Glass 
disintegrated to tiny blue-green bits. I reached round through the 
shatter hole, my hands protected under garden gloves. My fingers 
tweaked the door handle, and I was in. Nothing alarmed here, 
this far out of town. No cameras. A miracle. Can you believe it?

I remained invisible, filling the cabin space with my move-
ments. I opened the fridge. Eggs, butter, bread. Perfection! I 
turned and regarded the sea through the large front window. A 
field of kelp bobbed in the water beyond the two symmetrical 
Douglas-firs on either side of the cabin patio. The cloud patterns 
above looked like places I wanted to visit, Nova Scotia, Iceland, a 
few years back in time. Smoke rose from the hills across the bay, 
all the forests burning there. I bent down and opened the side 
cupboard door. There sat a brand-new frying pan, waiting for me. 
On the kitchen table, a pen, a pad of paper, and a bottle. I read 
the label. Old English Mead. My face glittered in its glass. From 
that reflection, I recognized my participation in the surrounding 
space. I gazed up. My home for a day rose around me, the log walls 
circling, keeping me safe, one over the other all the way to the 
vaulted ceiling.
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I slathered butter on the frying pan, then popped a couple 
of eggs. It had been a long time since I took care of myself in a 
place with all the goodies. I turned the stove off, leaving the siz-
zling food, and climbed the steep staircase to the loft. On the 
right, a giant old bed with a down home comfy quilt, and a shelf 
holding bottled paints and piled brushes. On the left, the bath-
room, and a gigantic round bath, like a jacuzzi. I breathed in the 
aroma of my frying eggs along with the scent of the sea outside 
the window. Just right!

In the loft smooth painted rocks sat on a dresser, orga-
nized according to size. Dots and swirling rainbow patterns ran 
across their surfaces. Looking at them from across the room, they 
appeared smooth, but up-close, striation line upon striation line 
appeared beneath the artificial colours. One rock pattern resem-
bled the map of the veins on the back of my hand. I looked at the 
striations, then at my under-skin veins, and smiled at the signals 
that the rocks had given. I had truly come to the right place, a 
place that matched my personal vein web, all the highways of life 
leading here. I ran from the road above, down into the cabin drive-
way, out of the traffic and the ever-watching eyes. The driveway 
and my running force pushed me, I fell through time and space to 
this cabin and its beautiful garden of pink flowers.

I clumped back downstairs in my lumberjack boots and fin-
ished cooking the eggs. In the cupboard, a corkscrew. With it I 
opened the mead. As I sat and dined, the gap between the outside 
trees and sea and the inside of the cabin narrowed and melded, like 
the inside and outside of myself. I felt pulled together, alive with 
no others. Yes, I could hear the cars on the road far above, an ear 
alert if tires should crunch in. That would mean I’d become visi-
ble, as eyes always come with a car. When I hiked along that road 
this morning, drivers watched me, implanted their vision into my 
awareness. They edged their wheels toward my walking space, 
their eyes digging into my back, so much traffic that I jogged into 
the bush, escaping their thoughts, the psychic marks of their looks 
burning and patterning through my mind.
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I drank another cup of mead; it went down well after the 
eggs and bread. The clouds rose high, their edges purpling along 
the mountain range across the bay. I noticed dirt and smears on 
the windows. The smears aligned with the gap between the clouds 
and the snow-capped peaks. I grabbed a dishtowel, stepped out-
side the patio door, pressed and circled the towel hard. Time to 
make things clean. I worked for quite some time on the windows, 
until they shone with the full glint of the afternoon sun.

I couldn’t fix the shattered green glass in the door window. 
Pieces lay everywhere, reflecting a jade light hard on the eyes. I 
saw myself in one tiny shard, a bearded Viking holding a damp 
rag. The image reminded me I should’ve taken my boots off, and I 
thought of the ones who usually lived here, how they’d come back 
to a mess, then pressed that out of my mind and walked across the 
porch floor, just to prove I still had the moxie. With the boots, I 
didn’t cut my feet.

I took another swig of mead, then grabbed the broom 
hanging above the entrance, and swept some shattered glass into 
a triangular pile. I sat back by the kitchen table again, alone like 
a Caesar, studied the pink garden flowers bobbing outside the 
now-clear window. Everything has a name. What was the name of 
those flowers, or of this cabin? I took the pen and paper and “My 
Bliss,” then I wrote, “It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than it is for a rich man to get to heaven.”

I laid this holy message on the table. I was poor and this was 
perfect. I’d eaten a meal fit for Jesus.

I pushed my forehead against the window and looked out 
at the blue water turning silver across the bay, and the mountains 
beyond. Someday, I would find a boat and motor over to those 
mountains. I walked up the stairs with the bottle of mead and lay 
down on the bed. So comfortable! I breathed in deep, smelling the 
scent of the log walls around me. I gazed through the side window, 
noticed a young woman digging through the beach sand below. 
She could be Eve to my Adam, but I needed to be invisible in this 
world of heavy judgment, so I watched, my default position.
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The woman looked about 5 feet 6, in an orange coat, and 
her shoes matched that coat.

She existed because I saw her, like this cabin manifested as 
I came upon it. It didn’t matter where her form took shape, per-
haps from out of the sea. She existed. I’d seen myself in the mead 
bottle. This proved my form existed too, from that reflection, 
within the cabin and along the striations of time. All aspects 
balanced.

I finished off the mead and rolled the bottle under the bed. 
Should I sleep? That’s when one may be caught unawares. I took 
a last look at the woman and closed my orbs anyway. The world 
goes by, and if it doesn’t bump into me, I’m fine.

I awoke at dusk. My head swirled, from the alcohol and 
eggs. I stared up at the high beams vaulting the ceiling. I lay there 
with the vision of those beams, gazing at the tiny splits and fis-
sures in the wood and the whorls around them, the more I looked 
the more I saw. So many flaws, yet they held this cabin. I sat on 
the side of the bed, tipped my chin up, then stretched my arms out 
as far as they could go. I repeated this until my head felt a little 
clearer. It was almost time to clean up the dishes and throw that 
pile of glass in the garbage.

I yanked on my socks and slid over to the bathroom, turned 
on the hot water for the jacuzzi. This was the first cabin I’d known 
with an inside hot tub. I removed my clothes, then sat in the bath 
as it filled. I lay back, contemplating the mountains on the other 
side of the bay. The water rose past my waist. Few clouds now, the 
sun going down. A little smoke in the distance. Steam billowed 
around me.

I lay inside this perfect world, until I heard car tires, pulling 
off the main road, and their crunch on the driveway above. I raised 
my body from the bath, dried it fast with the bluest of three huge 
towels. I owned this body, I knew from the rubbing touch of that 
towel, from the cold I felt while standing by the window. Others 
could see me, put their eyes into my back, but my body was still 
mine. I dressed in my dirty clothes, thinking of the washer and 
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dryer downstairs, “I could have moved faster.” Then again, I ask 
you, why should I have cared? I took up space like everyone else, 
why should their space be more important than mine? I pulled 
on my boots and laced them tight, then stepped into the loft bed-
room, and glanced out the clean window to the sea for the last 
time.

A man and a woman stepped through the porch. I could tell 
there was a woman because of the perfume.

“Someone busted our window,” the man said.
“Should we go inside? He could be in there,” the woman’s 

voice quavering and low.
“I’ll call the cops,” said the man, “But it’ll take them a 

while.”
“I’ll turn on the porch light,” said the woman.
 They didn’t see me, as I stood above them. I stepped down 

the stairs. 
“This was my house today,” I whispered. “Apart from the 

window, I took good care of it for you.”
The man turned, his back bent, his hand on his cane and 

his face all jowly. His wife shrieked, put her hand over her heart.
“Please, don’t hurt us!” said the man.
The wife grabbed his coat sleeve. I pulled the bottom of my 

Viking beard.
“I pried open the crack,” I mouthed. “I shattered the glass 

and opened the door. I am leaving peacefully.” I figured all they 
could see was the shadow of my face. I perceived them clearly, the 
lines down their cheeks like the striations in the rocks, the whorls 
in the wood. I moved forward.

“He’s a homeless,” the woman said. She stepped back.
As I slipped by, the man lifted his cane. I took it from his 

hand and placed it on the floor, picked up Johnny Crowbar and my 
pack from the kitchen chair and stumbled out the open front door.

“All apologies,” I shouted.
“My Bliss” was over, shattered like the window glass. I 

changed the lives of those old people, too, by showing myself. I 
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broke their window, ate their food, drank their mead, used their 
bed and bath. They won’t forget my note.

“It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to get to heaven,” and today, I’ve experienced 
nirvana, thanks to them.

I stopped between the trees in the forest, and lifted my 
face towards the sunset, imagining my thoughts forming along 
the purple edges of the clouds. I moved again. My body passed 
through the cool air inside the growing night and stayed invisible 
as I hiked through the shadowed forest. My boots tramped, one 
in front of the other. My soul eye cast ahead to tomorrow, where I 
might find another perfect space for my body to fill… . I ask again, 
do you believe me? Home is the only high I ever asked for.
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POETRY FIRST PRIZE

Kath Healing
A Quiet Animal Survives You 

(For the Ones who Kept Watching)

the deer doesn’t flinch 
when you step onto the porch. 
your breath clouds in the air, 
but its stillness is older 
than morning.

you sit with your tea 
not because it’s warm 
but because your hands 
need something to do 
besides shake.

the world doesn’t speak, 
but frost sketches shapes 
on the railing 
you won’t let yourself read.

you are not prey today – 
not quite. 
just something with bones 
that knows how to wait.

the deer shifts weight – 
slow, deliberate – 
as if testing each part of itself 
before trusting it. 
you know that feeling.
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your mouth wants 
to hide in your sleeve. 
your spine curls 
without permission.

but nothing moves toward you. 
and nothing has to.

the silence is enough 
to remember your name.

once, you thought survival 
meant disappearing. 
now it means staying still 
until the body 
catches up 
to the part of you 
that stayed.

you watch the deer 
bend to the grass – 
not fearless, 
just willing.

you don’t cry. 
you don’t leave. 
you sit 
until the cold 
names every part of you.

it walks away. 
you stay. 
not because it’s safe, 
but because it’s true.
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POETRY SECOND PRIZE

S.M. Perkins Carr
Chasing Home

I was twelve when the grandmother I never met 
taught me that places have memories 
and home can forget. 
She spoke to me in poetry 
black fountain pen cursive in her third language.

My father remembers her novel 
a dejected stack of yellowed typewritten pages 
I searched dusty cardboard boxes 
but had to settle for imagining it. 
Perhaps her story is etched in my genes 
wandering through vein and muscle 
goodbyes bleeding through generations.

I too, am stretched across continents 
seeking out story-rich lands 
scrawling in notebooks. 
I consume myths like a famished beast 
hungry for what I’ve never tasted 
inhaling morsels of others’ belonging.

I dream of wandering through houses half-mine, half-abandoned 
From the window, I watch barefoot women 
living between the arms of fallen giant redwoods 
roots and limbs sprawled on the beach.
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My feet thirst for soft sand 
soil I can root into 
between the rainforest and the sea 
But I know I’ll grow cold in winter 
restless with inherited nostalgia.

My grandmother’s hometown forgot her 
and I am tangled in storied fingers of cedar 
craving Jerusalem sage on my tongue 
chasing a place that remembers us both.
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POETRY THIRD PRIZE

Diane Massam
Visiting Hiroshima (May 2025)

A morning at Kintaikyo bridge, 
a sunny ride up the ropeway lift through trees, 
through puffs of perfection, golden in green, 
in calm, sweet air. This unknowing, 
this walking gently in other people’s worlds, 
laying weight on fragility, we bow, say thank you, 
each person neatly does their job, doors open, we step out, 
and the castle reaches up with swoops of curled tile. 
Far below, fat fishes open mouthy kisses to air, 
we watch, while eating taiyaki buns, shaped like fish.

Afternoon, in the city, we leave such pleasures on the bus, 
people from everywhere are shaking their heads, 
here and there a sharp caring, a shock of incarnation. 
Dark shadows on pavement, an old woman, her stick, 
stains of where they were that day, light bleaching ground 
around them, we walk a strange rhythm, silent 
in the story, a grassy mound of their ashes, like 
a marshmallow whippet, rounded under modern skies. 
There were so many bodies in the rivers, 
six rivers of water was not enough.

Afterwards it was said, those who lived were also dead. 
Just knowing this . . . 
Knowing our hands don’t grip, we lose the jewel, 
in that moment falling, as river water slips, each drop 
in slow motion, unstoppable, over a cliff.



Winter Submissions

POETRY

FIC TION

CRE ATIVE NONFIC TION

ESSAY





VOLUME 25 • ISSUE 2 • WINTER 2025  	 43

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

CREATIVE NONFICTION

Daniela Lorenzi
Per Questo Pezzo Di Donna

My father’s mother, my nonna, first came to visit us in Canada in 
1963 at age 60. The Toronto she encountered was fast-paced and 
impersonal, a typical North American metropolis. It was full 
of imposing grey buildings and a depressingly ordered assort-
ment of mid-century concrete and brick boxes of various sizes. 
At that time, my family’s world centered around two of Toronto’s 
main arteries, Eglington Avenue West and Dufferin Street, both 
extremely busy, multi-lane roads swarming with long, winged 
cars and battered delivery trucks. A stroll down either thorough-
fare would take you past businesses topped by living quarters 
on the second floor. There were diners, laundry establishments, 
hardware stores, and record shops. Every couple of blocks one 
would encounter family-owned grocery stores under whose 
canvas awnings were laid out fruits and vegetables on wooden 
sidewalk display counters–and the odd lidded wicker basket click-
ing eerily with live snails.

One such store was ours, the Bel Paese. It, along with our 
church and the parochial school – my school, St. Thomas Aquinas 
– were all situated along Eglington Avenue. To get to any of these 
main locations we had to leave our house on a quiet side street, 
cross a teeming Dufferin, and then continue north to the main 
intersection.

Nonna found living in Toronto isolating. Back home, in 
Italy, she could not walk many meters from her house before meet-
ing a friend or acquaintance, before entering a shop whose owners 
she had known for 60 years and with whose customers she could 
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exchange daily updates on ailments and woes – the one-downman-
ship upon which so many Italians of that generation depended to 
keep spirits up. The “harder-up” contest was played daily and win-
ning brought great personal satisfaction and vindication. From 
what, was anybody’s guess.

In her new environment it was not lack of a communal 
language that held nonna back; she was more than capable of 
holding a conversation with anyone armed with a larynx and arms 
for gesticulation. What she needed was opportunity. Our house 
in Toronto was surrounded by other quiet bungalows and walk-
ups; there were no businesses nearby to provide a hub, a meeting 
place. My parents made sure to take her to social functions and to 
introduce her to other Italians in our community, but this could 
only take place when they were not working. Being small business 
owners meant that they were tied long hours to the store, which 
allowed for little leisure time. As a result, social possibilities for 
my nonna were limited. They tried to convince her that she should 
relax in the morning and, when ready, make her way on her own to 
the Bel Paese in order to be with people, to add variety to her day. 
Perhaps she could go further, maybe to the church, to my school? 
The busy streets should not be a deterrent, they said. After all, 
Nonna was no stranger to heavy traffic, coming from Italy, a land 
where every driver believed he was meters away from achieving 
Grand Prix fame; where none but the most beautiful and shapely 
of female bodies could induce a driver to slow down and – only for 
the most spectacular exemplar–stop. But the cars in North Amer-
ica were much bigger, imposing. Somehow, the threat appeared 
more sinister to Nonna because of it.

“No, no!” She would intone, shaking her head and waving 
her arthritic index finger back and forth for added emphasis. 
“Tsch, tsch… I’m too old. I’ll get lost or get run over by one of those 
transatlantici!”

Eventually, one hot and humid Toronto day, boredom 
trumped fear and Nonna ventured out on her own. She made 
her way to the crosswalk on Dufferin Avenue and looked at the 
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oncoming traffic hurtling toward her. Obviously, there were more 
than a few Italians or their descendants behind the wheels of those 
Fords and Chevrolets… . She hesitated some minutes, then finally, 
gingerly, approached the curb and extended her arm towards the 
crosswalk, as we had explained she should do. Nonna, of course, 
had always responded with a loud scoffing “Ha!” not willing to 
believe that a mere raising of an arm would result in arrested traf-
fic. However, on that day, out of sheer desperation, I’ll wager, 
she decided to experiment. As her arm rose in front of her, she 
observed the drivers begin to take note, and in short order, bring 
their cars to a halt on either side of the crossing. Soon, all traffic 
was stopped, and she was able to step between the painted lines 
and quickly walk to the other side. To her utter amazement, she 
had forded Dufferin Avenue. Unscathed.

Nonna arrived at Bel Paese, beaming. She was a woman 
who rarely smiled, who rarely acknowledged the positive, so my 
mother looked at her in amazement – and not a little dread.

 “Iole, you’re … here!”
“Sì, sì! Eccomi qui! Here I am.”
My mother was encouraged. “You see! We told you that you 

could make it safely across the street. Brava!”
“Sì, sì— nessun problema. No problem.” Still smiling.
After that, Nonna was unstoppable. She would come to 

pick me up at school, stopping at Bel Paese for a chat and a visit with 
family and customers alike. In the evening, at supper, we would 
be regaled with her insights and juicy scoops on all the people my 
parents had been serving for years and to whose life stories they 
were just now being introduced. My grandmother was finally in 
her element.

After three months, Nonna returned to Italy. A year and a 
half later, we too headed back home for a visit. While soothing our 
jet-lagged bodies with hot chicken soup in my uncle’s kitchen, we 
began to exchange news and updates with various family mem-
bers who had stopped by to welcome us. When nonna was out of 
earshot, all had the same tale to report — all the while stifling 
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bursts of laughter, hands cupped over mouths, the odd tear trick-
ling down flushed cheeks. Apparently, since my grandmother’s 
return (and for the remainder of her life, we are told), her chief 
Toronto story ran along these lines:

“Toronto is a beautiful place! Everything is big–big palazzi, 
big trees in parks that go on for days, roads like roaring rivers, 
gigantic automobili … . Not only that: when I want to cross the 
street, I just put my arm out at the crosswalk and all the cars stop. 
Yes! For this piece of woman (and here, for dramatic effect, she 
would stop and run the back of her bony hands along the length of 
her thin, flat body) – yes, for this piece of woman, the traffic stops! 
Sì, sì! per questo pezzo di donna, il traffico si ferma!”

Head held high, eyes flashing, she would give an imperious 
nod of her head, a so there! to the multitude of Italian male drivers 
who’d had the temerity to ignore her by the side of the road for 
so many years.
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FICTION

Thora Kerr Illing
Fred at the River Styx

I know exactly when I died. I know because Marnie, the care-
giver I liked least, whispered the date and the time in my ear 
just before I passed on. You’d think she could have said: “Bye, 
Fred, and good luck,” or something like that. But not Marnie. 
She’d had a hard life and it showed. She was brisk and efficient 
but never motherly, not even at the end. Earlier in the day she was 
telling the nurse who came in about the barbecue she wanted to 
give that afternoon. I think she meant: If Fred here gets on with 
dying so I can get away. Hard to imagine Marnie having friends 
but there you are. For a moment I thought of trying to hang on 
to spite her and then I thought: Why bother? It hurts to breathe 
now. I hate the drip in my arm and morphine makes you a dull 
fellow. Okay, it does its job and you mind less about the pain but 
you aren’t really yourself. And when I think about it I liked being 
Fred. Before getting sick, I mean.

Anyway, I shan’t be seeing Marnie again and she won’t be 
seeing me. So I know when I died though I don’t know how I got 
here, here being the banks of a shadowy river, but I guess it’s like 
the old books tell you. Somehow you know this is the Styx and 
eventually the old boatman Charon – I think that is his name – 
will be along to collect you. When I say you, I mean me. There’s 
something quite individual about dying. That I can tell you.

Right now there’s mist over the river and I can’t see anyone 
else. I don’t mind being on my own for a bit. I was glad to get out 
of the hospital, allowed home to die. Hospitals are noisy places 
and you wouldn’t believe the intrusions. Nod off for 10 minutes 



48	 ISLAND WRITER  

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

and there’s someone telling you to wake up and have your blood 
pressure taken or have another injection. Home was a haven of 
peace after that, even if I didn’t like Marnie. To be honest, I didn’t 
like my daughter-in-law either, though I know she meant well. I 
have to give her credit for visiting me in the hospital, particularly 
as my son rarely came. He told me: “I’m sorry, Dad. I can’t stand 
hospitals or being around sick people.” “That’s all right, son,” I 
told him. “I understand.” But I minded more than he knew.

When I got home my daughter-in-law came several times 
but she upset me and she fussed around Marnie, complaining 
about washing not done and when had the nurse been in and what 
had she said? After she’d gone I would close my eyes and sleep or 
pretend to sleep and then I could see Marnie going out to the back 
porch to have a cigarette. Imagine, she really wanted to be a nurse 
and still smoking.

I used to smoke myself but that was a long time ago, back 
when I sold vacuums door-to-door and before I got a desk job at 
head office. I liked being out on the road, the whole day before 
me. I’d think to myself: Maybe this is the day I’ll land the biggest 
sale ever and celebrate over lunch. I must have done all right or 
they wouldn’t have given me that desk job. Not sure it was an 
improvement. Better pay and nice to be indoors in the warm in 
winter, I suppose, but you miss meeting people. I used to make 
the ladies laugh. You’re a naughty man, Fred, they would say. But 
they always laughed.

Will I meet any of them where I am going? Who knows? 
I don’t know why I’m not worrying more about what’s ahead. 
Maybe it’s the morphine still buzzing about in my veins. Funny 
but the thing that worries me most right now is I don’t have any 
money on me and aren’t you supposed to give old Charon a coin? 
I seem to remember it was the ferry fare. But I’m still in my paja-
mas and I don’t know what happened to my wallet. Wonder what 
happens if you can’t pay? I suppose he could leave me here on the 
river bank for eternity but he could hardly get me back to where I 
was. And if he could I wouldn’t be welcome, would I? Just think if 
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Marnie had to cancel her barbecue to come back and sit with me 
all over again.

Back in the days when Sheila made me go to church with 
her I remember a minister talking about the afterlife. He seemed 
to think you met everyone there you wanted to meet and nobody 
you weren’t particular about. He made it sound all right, he did, 
and maybe that’s the mark of a good minister. They aren’t all bad 
by any means, despite those goings-on in some churches we won’t 
name. Not sure I want to meet up with Sheila again. I never lived 
up to her expectations while she was alive and I don’t know that 
she’ll be any different. She was a bit like Marnie, though Marnie 
wasn’t that keen on tidying up. Sheila loved it. She was never hap-
pier than when she had a duster in her hands. Keep away from 
that dresser, Fred, she would say. I’ve just polished it. Then it was 
the table or a chair I wanted to sit in. It was a very clean house but 
it wasn’t much like home. I don’t mind admitting that I strayed 
once or twice. Might have strayed more if I’d had the opportu-
nity. You’d think being out on the road so much and known as a 
wag I’d have had more chances, but I had to work hard to meet 
the quotas they set at head office and, would you believe, most 
women weren’t interested. Didn’t know what they were missing. 
Ha, ha. Maybe I shouldn’t be laughing. Old Charon and whoever’s 
waiting on the other side may have other ideas.

While I’m talking away to myself the mist is rising off the 
river. The water is a prettier colour now, blueish with little rip-
ples. I’m starting to hear something. Creak and splash, creak and 
splash. Little waves are lapping in at the shore. I see a boat gliding 
toward me and there’s old Charon just the way he is in picture 
books, wrapped up in a long cloak. I expect he needs that for chilly 
mornings. He’s guiding the boat with a long pole, a kind of oar 
really. I’m not sure what I’m meant to be doing so I just stand there 
and hope it doesn’t matter not having a coin to give him. The boat 
nears me and I see Charon smiling. He beckons and I show him 
the empty pocket in my pajama top. He laughs. It’s a deep, rum-
bling kind of laugh and I think he might be the kind of fellow I’d 
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like to share a pint with down at the Legion. He shakes his head 
and beckons again. I look at my bare feet and hope the water isn’t 
cold. Then I’m in the boat without knowing how I got in and I’m 
sitting in the stern while old Charon smiles and dips his oar in the 
water. Then it’s creak and splash, creak and splash and away we 
go back across the river. And somehow I know it’s all going to be 
all right.
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FLASH FICTION

Rosalie Knogler
Coming Home

Leaning against the ship’s rail, Amy inhaled the tangy sea air. As 
it pulled into the dock, the ship’s horn sounded. Gulls overhead 
screamed at everyone as a parade of colourful kayakers floated 
by. Little harbour ferries scuttled along like bathtub toys and a 
small plane took off amid the confusion.

Amy tucked her curly auburn hair behind her ears, raised 
her camera and snapped photos. The buildings on shore were an 
odd assortment of red colonial brick, Greek columns, modern 
concrete and glass towers. It was an interesting mix, like a row of 
characters on a bench.

Ashore, she blended in with the eclectic mass of people, 
some in shorts and Tilley hats with maps clutched in their hands; 
some rushing along in business suits; and others with lattes and 
newspapers relaxing at tables in the sunshine. Amy walked along 
the causeway, stopping to take shots of buskers singing, dancing 
crazily or doing spray paint art. Jewellery glittered on tables, and 
vendors called out. Two little girls giggled as their portrait was 
painted. Scents of warm doughnuts and spicy hot dogs hung in 
the air. Shops overflowed with trinkets and clothing.

Amy sat on a bench to contemplate. Two years before, she’d 
left home, a restless girl of 18. She’d found her small city boring, 
with no redeeming factors, and had argued with her parents, who 
insisted she get a job or go to school. For them travel was not a 
valid choice, so off she went to explore and prove them wrong.

Wherever Amy travelled and worked at odd jobs, people 
asked where she was from. When she told them Victoria, some 
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gushed about the beautiful city with lovely parks, Victorian 
homes, famous gardens and friendly people. She’d visited New 
York, London, Paris, Rome, Athens and Istanbul. They were 
exciting at first, but after a while she found them too large, with 
too much traffic, and too many anonymous people in too big a 
hurry.

She hadn’t told her parents she was coming, but suddenly 
felt eager to see them. Amy caught her familiar bus, noticing 
everyone thanking the driver as they got off. She’d never seen 
that in any other city. When she disembarked, she did the same. 
As she walked toward home, people strolled by, saying hello. It 
surprised Amy when an elderly neighbour greeted her by name.

Her parents’ yard was a riot of colourful scented flowers. 
She walked up the path, rang the bell and waited. When the door 
opened, her mother gasped and embraced her for what seemed 
like minutes. She led her inside and down the hall. Her father was 
working in his den. He looked up and broke into a huge grin.

“Welcome home, kiddo, to our sleepy little town. Hope it 
isn’t too disappointing after all your travels.”

“Actually,” Amy answered, “I can’t think of a better place 
to live. I’m home and ready to find a job and figure out my next 
year at school.”
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

Ian Cognitō
Apres Demain

Antoine, at the age of 7, lived within the cloistered world of his 
autism – his experience limited to the confines of his immediate 
family and his home life. He would watch from behind half-
drawn curtains as other children played unreservedly outside. 
He watched with longing and curiosity as neighbourhood kids 
carried out their play scenarios – as they abided by implicit rules 
and agreed-upon roles, which Antoine could not begin to compre-
hend. He’d watch intently from a distance, trying to sort through 
these complexities, wanting to be out there among them, yet ter-
rified too, at the prospect.

Antoine had little concept of time, of time as it resides on 
a continuum. All was now; his world made up of immediate con-
cerns and the routine past. He had developed signposts to orient 
himself, had learned so much about his narrow world. He was 
smart, articulate in all things concrete but had a thin grasp of the 
past in all its intricacy. He related to the past as it nourished Now, 
Maintenant – key moments he had witnessed or experienced, hap-
penings that had gotten him to this point, here.

The future, though, was a mystery, a conundrum – an 
abstraction beyond fathoming. Après-demain, after tomorrow, 
is how he described it. Demain evolving somewhere out there, 
sometime after the dark of evening had descended to dissolve all 
distinctions – giving reign to freewheeling dream states and to 
Night, the sovereign of uncertainty. Antoine had travelled within 
this cycle again and again.
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Demain signaled the coming light, a return to pres-
ence, with a modicum of clarity, some level of certainty, in tow. 
Après-demain, however, represented a well of nothingness, which, 
no doubt, puzzled and perplexed Antoine. Everything beyond his 
fragile understanding of Tomorrow relegated to a shadowy swath 
of time, après-demain – whether hours from this moment, a day, 
a week, a month, a year; it didn’t make much difference as they all 
fell away into the same dark chasm, losing distinction from one 
another, and vanishing.

“Tu sais, Yan … Vanessa mourir après-demain,” Antoine 
informed me one day, out of the blue. Vanessa, his mother, would 
die after tomorrow. She would drop off the precipice of time as he 
knew it. “André aussi mourir après demain,” André, his dad. “How 
about Antoine?” I asked out of curiosity, “Est-ce-qu’Antoine va 
mourir après demain?” “Non,” a simple, direct response, no hes-
itation there. The logic, I suppose, was that Antoine was a child. 
Children do not die, only older people, après demain.

I asked about his younger sister, Mélanie. She, too, would 
be spared. Apparently.

“And what about Yan?” I inquired, wondering about my 
own best-before date. Yan, his new, 30-year-old friend and com-
panion, hired by Antoine’s family to create a bridge to the world of 
others, to prepare him for school in the fall … the first time in his 
7 ½ years. “Est-ce qu’Yan mourra après-demain?” “Non,” again, 
with the same unblinking response. “Il a quel âge, Yan?” I asked 
having never, until now, discussed my age with him. “Sept ans.” 
Seven. Antoine replied matter-of-factly.

I was, after all, his friend, his first friend, his only friend. 
I was a child just like him, and therefore, spared the demise that 
afflicted parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts – spared by an 
act of imagining, and by our friendship.
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FLASH FICTION

Julie Ladouceur
The Art of Crash Landing

“Be careful tonight!” she warned, waving me farewell as she 
exited the clinic in a flurry of snow, my colleague locking the 
door behind her.

My client’s words resounded in my head, as I braced for 
the challenge ahead. A 12-hour shift, which had turned to 13, 
had burned through the last of my reserves and robbed me of any 
chance of beating the weather. With the promise of a bed on my 
mind and the lingering adrenaline of emergency work coursing 
through my veins, I drove into the storm, under a starless sky.

Twenty-one minutes and 34 seconds later, incoming sirens 
screamed tragedy into the night, guiding curious souls towards a 
silver shell lying upside down, buried in the snow.

 Befuddled, I contemplated a web of hair extending its ten-
drils toward a constellation of chocolate pieces and shattered glass 
above my head as Matt Bellamy’s distinctive falsetto resonated in 
the car, belting stories of revolution.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have landed in the middle of 
Nowhere.” Cue mandatory applause. “Please remain seated and keep 
your seatbelts on until the signal is turned off. The local weather 
is currently a chilly -30°C with dark and cloudy skies. Tomorrow, 
expect a sunny day with a high of -20°C. We hope you enjoyed your 
flight, and we thank you for choosing Chevrolet Cobalt for your 
travels. Enjoy your trip via our ambulance express or The Terrifying 
Great Nothing for those of you who will not be making a layover at 
the local hospital. I hear the neck braces are spectacular at this time 
of year. This was your captain. Safe travels.”
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	և

“I’m fine. It’s fine. Everything’s fine,” I lied to myself as I dragged 
heavy feet in mud and rubble, making my way through the scra-
pyard. I had now been awake for the last 30 hours; my bed, a 
long-forgotten promise and yesterday’s adrenaline, an absent 
companion.

The muscles in my father’s neck tensed ever so lightly as we 
found the silver carcass, my silver carcass. The driver’s door folded 
open in a metallic protest as I pulled hard. Ignoring the mess of 
scattered items, I sat where, a few hours earlier I hung unscathed 
in the strong embrace of nylon.

For a moment, I contemplated an underwhelming amount 
of damages. “Nothing to see here” I convinced myself. A futile 
endeavor as my gaze rested upon the ceiling. The roof was caved 
in. I expected it to be damaged, but still … The steel had only bent 
on the driver’s side of the car. I studied my expiry date, resting a 
mere 2 inches above my head.

My time on Earth is finite.
Death had stopped by, breathing a sardonic “Be careful …” 

down my spine but she had not followed through. Not this time.
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POEM

Tharani Balachandran
Mom Brain

Do I make the bed/do I still turn him on/fold the laundry/test 
the milk on your wrist/early hunger cues/15,000 murdered 
babies in Gaza/and all you care about is why mine isn’t wearing 
socks/why is this the only option/tummy time/where did the 
time go/if you can give me an hour/I’ll fix dinner/I’ll fix our 
marriage/have I bathed today/test the water with your elbow/
the lyrics to our wedding song/every crease of my daughter’s 
body/wrap her in her ducky towel/before she gets cold/mothers 
wrap tiny cold bodies/don’t kiss the baby/I don’t need a reason/
happens to one in four women/what gets out a red wine stain/
what percentage of alcohol/is in my breast milk/am I doing 
this right/Taylor Swift’s boyfriend’s teammate thinks this is all 
I can do/don’t look at your phone/look at the baby/you are my 
sunshine my only/is she asleep yet/is she breathing/students 
are never on the wrong side of/where did I put my sex drive/
is it under the bed/no that’s just our taxes/another student 
overdosed/she was only 18/the babies in Gaza/I wish they were 
only sleeping/that I could tuck them all/into a warm, safe bed
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

Lori Wade
Everything will be Fine

“Canada? You’ll freeze,” my nephew teased.
“I’ll survive.”
“What do you think you’ll like about Victoria?” My friend 

looked at me with raised eyebrows.
“Rain forest, quiet nights, being able to see the stars.”

	և

I plopped on the sofa to take my sister’s call. Full boxes were 
stacked in the corner, and empty ones waited to be filled.

“How’s packing?”
“Slow. I’m tired.” I rolled tape goo between my fingers.
“How’s Ernie doing?”
“He’s so worried about crossing the border, finding a job, 

sponsoring me.”
“Are you worried?”
Our grandmother had been a grand-champion worrier. I 

heard it in my sister’s voice. I felt it in my gut. “It’s not helpful, is 
it? All it does is ruin the fun.”

We moved in January. Our steadfast kinetic blue Chevy, 
dubbed Voltie, sported a new roof rack. Layla’s dog bed wedged in 
the back seat. A bittersweet farewell to Los Angeles as fires raged 
out of control, filling the air with ash and smoke.

Music and dog snores accompanied us through the vast 
blue and sandy desert. The distant horizon was visible all around. 
Voltie scrambled up Tejon Pass, before dropping us into air laden 
with pesticides. A large brush painted green rows on a dirt canvas.
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We were embraced by family in a small farming town in the 
Central Valley of California. A needed respite from the flurry of 
decision making. Sorting, donating and packing now behind us.

“They may not let Lori into Canada.” Ernie was sitting com-
fortably in a recliner, with worry in his voice.

“Why not?” His sister looked up from playing with her 
fluffy white dog.

“Our attorney told us the border agent could say she has to 
apply for Canadian residency first.”

How I wished he had never told us that. I knew exactly what 
he was doing though, because I had done it myself. Informed cli-
ents of every risk, no matter how slight, because the one you don’t 
mention will come back and bite you in the butt. Attorneys do 
their own type of worrying, barely disguised as practising law.

“He also said there is no reason why I can’t cross the border 
with Ernie and apply for Canadian residency from there. You can 
do it either way.” I took a drink from my water bottle.

“But they may not let you in.” Ernie gave me a stern look.
“He just said that because he can’t predict what every border 

agent will do.”
“What would you do?” His sister frowned. After all we had 

quit our jobs, emptied our house, and hired a Realtor.
“They’ll let me in.”
“We have to be prepared in case they don’t.” Ernie twisted 

in his chair.
“Everything will be fine.” I smiled.
“See, see what I have to put up with?” Ernie turned to his 

sister, seeking validation of his worry.
“I’d be worried too.”
California-themed songs played as Voltie shimmied along 

the Cascade Wonderland Highway, past Mount Shasta sparkling 
in the sunlight. I glimpsed a blue green river and imagined otters 
at play. Eagles drifted on currents as we soared over a tall bridge. 
A near empty gas gauge forced a slow spin around the curves of 
Klamath National Forest. A rocky bluff reached toward the sky 
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and marked the spot for the best gas station on the planet. Layla 
followed her nose to a dropped Cheeto.

“I Love L.A.,” a sentimental earworm as we entered Oregon. 
A cozy cottage, no family or friends, a refuge from conversation as 
we paused for rejuvenation.

The heater rumbled as Voltie sashayed through Oregon, 
over hills, past forests and farms, under the cerulean sky.

“They may not let Lori cross the border.” We were sitting 
with friends in Northern Oregon. The remains of a spaghetti 
dinner on the table between us.

I frowned at Ernie, imploring him to stop. “They will let 
me cross the border.”

“They may not,” he argued.
“Is he a worrier?” The wife started to gather the plates. “I 

am too.”
“It is like that Mark Twain quote, it goes something like, 

‘I have experienced a lot of troubles in my life, but 99 per cent of 
them never happened.’”

They all stared at me blankly. Wrong crowd.
Windshield wipers drummed a staccato beat as Voltie strut-

ted through Portland and into Washington. The rural area of 
Seattle was dotted with overflow communities, commercial build-
ings, and hold-out farmers. Layla lifted her head as we stopped in 
traffic and dozed off when we moved again.

“We want to come with you.” Our Seattle friend leaned 
back as the waiter brought our food.

“I wish you could.”
“We may be back here tomorrow,” Ernie said.
If only he would stop, but the worry refused to let go. It 

demanded expression and sought commiseration.
A hotel. They acknowledged the dogs before noting our 

presence. Layla, Zoey, Leo, Skunk, and Charles were welcomed 
on the dog shaped chalk board at the front desk.

Lying in the dark room, I listened to Layla’s rhythmic 
breathing. Worry grew and morphed into something bigger. I 
turned away from its grasp and waited for dawn.
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Silence and overcast skies were our companions as Voltie 
sidled toward the Blaine Border crossing. Bunches of bright 
yellow sunflowers braved the cold at an outdoor flower stand.

“Which way am I supposed to go?” Anxiety now wrapped 
tightly around Ernie; its tentacles wiggled and floated towards 
me. I took a deep breath and relaxed. Love, love, love. I can’t be angry 
when I remember how much I love him.

“They told me it was easy, there would be a large parking 
lot, go in the building and give them paperwork.”

“Didn’t they tell you anything else?” Anger skirted the 
edges of his words.

“I thought there would be signs for exporting the car.” A 
tentacle of anxiety gained momentum and swung, glancing off 
my shoulder. “Where are all the darn signs?”

Voltie went in circles, making illegal manoeuvres. A missed 
turn and we were at the Canadian crossing, lanes punctuated with 
kiosks.

“I’m stopping here.”
The tentacle grabbed hold of my gut and squeezed.
“You can’t park here. This is no parking. They’ll think 

you’re crazy. They won’t let you in.”
 He walked toward the drive-through window. An agent 

strode toward him. I held my breath. He turned around and 
headed back.

We entered Canada and immediately returned to the U.S. 
with instructions where to go for car exports.

“I wonder what happened while we were gone?”
Ernie grumbled.
He parked in a long spot designated for commercial vehi-

cles and disappeared. A huge billboard flashed the Canadian/US 
exchange rate and deals on diesel fuel and apple pie. The whirring 
of engines from a steady queue of trucks vibrated the air. Layla 
stood and scratched at the door. The tentacle continued to cling.

“Not now, girl.” I handed her a treat and a bite of chocolate 
for myself.
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A man parked his car next to us. He grinned and waved as 
he walked past. For an instant the tentacle loosened its hold. I 
handed Layla another treat.

“There never were any signs. I asked a guy, and he told me 
to follow him, so I did.” Ernie pulled on his seatbelt.

Canadian agents searched our car while Layla and I wan-
dered around the grassy area. Ernie filled out more paperwork. 
The tentacle pushed toward my chest, as we waited on a bench 
shivering. Finally, a stern lecture, triplicates signed and permis-
sion granted, Voltie swaggered into Canada.

Anxiety’s tentacles vanished, nerves unravelled, and tired-
ness set in. We all slept that night.

The feeling-good playlist complemented our mood, as 
Voltie swayed in the ferry to Swartz Bay.

The movers came. Layla got her love seat back. We set-
tled into our rental in Cordova Bay. We trampled through snow 
with Layla wearing a new sweater. We delighted in the planetary 
parade, the lunar eclipse, and moonlight frolicking on the bay. 
Dawn danced with the sun’s pink rays, turning glorious shades 
of red, orange and yellow. Mama deer with twin fawns grazed, 
rabbits munched, squirrels climbed, racoons jogged, and blue 
herons entertained.

Family welcomed us.
“I’m glad you’re here.” Aunt Barbara smiled warmly.
“Me too.”
“How do you like it?” A cousin shared a hug and a guide for 

hiking trails.
“Love it!”
We snuggled up on our sofa, looking out at the trees.
“Any regrets?”
“None.” Ernie smiled.
“Are you done worrying?”
He leaned over to kiss me and grinned. “I don’t have a job 

yet.”
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FLASH FICTION

Suzanne Malone
Ruth

Diametrically opposed. The phrase was Jack’s first waking 
thought. It was on the tip of his tongue. He may have muttered it 
when he rolled over, his legs tangled in the bedcovers. Whatever 
dream brought it forth was overridden by the urgency to piss. He 
resisted fully opening his eyes in the bathroom brightness. Not 
that it mattered without his glasses and cataract surgery sched-
uled a month away. Jack pulled on Ruth’s robe and its lingering 
Jean Naté.

Hardy’s whines were sounding urgent in the kitchen. Dia-
metrically opposed cycled in Jack’s brain with each slippered step 
downstairs – a dozen repetitions to some question conjured in 
his sleep. He supposed it would make an interesting category on 
Jeopardy. “What do you think Hardy?” He ruffled the dog’s ears.

“Yes, Alex one thousand on diametrically opposed.”
“Daily double. What’s your wager Hardy?”
“I’ll make it a true daily double.”
There he was again – conversing with the dog like an old 

fart. Ruth’s words, not his. Opening the back door, Jack waited 
on the porch while Hardy did his business. The roof dripped and 
the snow in Ruth’s garden was nearly gone. Jack realized spring 
had arrived unnoticed.

The quiet morning routine of Jack’s crossword and Hardy 
chasing his own dreams passed until the sun beckoned them 
through a crack in the closed front room drapes.

It’d been a few snowy months since their last decent walk. 
Jack squinted into the sun. The icy ruts down the steep hillside 
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were two silver slashes that ended at the spit. The ice shanties 
that usually dotted the lake were packed up. Jack assessed the 
white expanse likely hazarded with unmarked holes carelessly 
left behind. Off his leash, Hardy raced out to the spit, break-
ing through the crust of the spring snow. Nose to the pockets 
of snow, stimulated by any smell– another dog’s territorial piss. 
What specifically drove that need to sniff? Jack didn’t know and 
made a note to self to find out as he cautiously walked the slippery 
track. He thought of himself as somewhat curious by nature – an 
understatement even he could laugh about. His evening searches 
of trivia had bordered on obsession, googling for hours. This at 
first had made Ruth crazy – a jealous lover. Right from the get-go 
they were an unmatched pair of comfortable socks. And yet. In 
truth he regretted those wasted evenings.

The verge of Jack’s awakened insight was interrupted by 
Hardy’s barks calling out to him. Sliding to a stop midstep, he 
saw Hardy out far from the spit chest deep in the slush. His series 
of barks broken as he tugged at what appeared to be a partially 
submerged black garbage bag.

“Hardy. Leave it. Come.” Jack whistled. Hardy continued 
barking and tugging. Jack whistled again and yelled for Hardy. 
Jack knew the ice wasn’t safe and paused. He imagined Ruth tell-
ing him, no begging him to leave the damned dog – he’d find his 
way home. On this occasion she was right of course.
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POEM

Sarah Weaver
Restorative

sometimes 
the weight of the world 
wears too deep

how we keep using the planet 
without giving back, 
how we won’t stop, 
though parched creeks barely trickle 
and forests droop with tattered limbs

how cruise ships docking at the Point 
dump the waste of small cities into ocean waters 
shameless, these other-worldly giants, whose motors 
throb day-long over the huddled houses

even restoration seems impossible 
like the rain garden being built by workers 
on a street nearby

after all the excavation, the jack hammers, 
trucks and beeps and pounding 
concrete poured and shaped – 
after all that, 
the garden so small, 
the pavement so vast

yet 
I recall the fresh morning I walked past 
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three men labouring on a water line in wet sticky mud 
their boots caked, pants splattered, mud streaking 
yellow rain slickers bright against the spit of mist

easy comradeship, work that mattered – 
and one of them laughed 
an out-loud-in-joy laugh 
and how I wanted 
to laugh with him
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FICTION

Kim Harrison
Johnston’s Moment

Johnston walks across the blue bridge, thinking of pushing 
someone’s buttons. Not just anyone’s, though. An individual 
who deserves Johnston’s wrath, someone his psychological and 
physical size. Johnston is a mighty-shouldered, giant-stomached 
man moving surprisingly fast, despite his sore foot that throws 
him somewhat out of balance.

He rests in the middle of the span to watch the ferryboat 
coming in, and thinks of his wife, passed away almost one year 
ago. I cared so much about her, Johnston tells himself, leaning over 
to watch the ferry staff help people disembark. We were there for 
each other. Now I go on alone.

He moves again as people walk toward him from the other 
side. They should keep to the left, he thinks, although he knows 
anyone can make a sudden turn.

The ones he hates are those who do it with intention, skit-
tering without warning In front of his purposeful path. The world 
is full of assholes, Johnston knows.

He hates scrunching up. He desires to expand. He’s a big 
man and he knows what is true. Everyone must respect each other. 
Respect is the bedrock of civilization. He reaches up to wipe his 
face with a tissue, making sure there’s no stuck toothpaste. Every-
one’s staying in their lane, he thinks.

A cottony morning half-moon sits high over the mountains. 
Johnston would like to stretch right over there and grab it, hold 
on to the last fluffy wisp. But he’s heavy and weighed down by 
the world, and thank goodness for the sky he thinks, if there is a 
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goodness. The sky raises his head, helps his chin tilt towards the 
heavens.

On the other side of the bridge a wraith-thin, red-faced man 
peers out of an alcove. “Do you have a few bucks you can lend me 
for coffee?”

 Johnston regards the man’s sunken eyes and too-wide 
smile, reaches into his pocket and pulls out five. “Here,” he says, 
taking a glance at the man’s holey shoes.

“Thank you, sir,” says the man. “This is exceedingly generous.”
“You don’t have to call me sir,” Johnston says. He regards 

such people with two minds. One mind says they’re the product 
of their choices in life. The other says circumstance played a large 
hand. Johnston prefers to err on the side of respect. I can be like god, 
Johnston muses. I give and it doesn’t matter what this guy does with the 
money. He needs better shoes, but it’s his choice.

He looks up to see a tall, rangy man with a forked white 
beard advancing with huge spider strides along the bridge path. 
The man balances something giant and rectangular on the top of 
his head. He’s on the right side of the lane, Johnston thinks.

The fellow’s wearing bright red pants with horizontal black 
stripes, kind of like pajamas. And on his head, a massive book 
teetering. Is this some kind of clown? As the man hastens by in 
the correct lane, he says something that sounds like “I’m a mean 
walking machine.”

“Do you have a few more bucks?” the sunken-eyed pan-
handler repeats.

Johnston turns his head to fork over another five, and the 
spider man is gone.

	և

At 10 a.m. Johnston meets Lawrence and Cameron for coffee at 
the Lure Café. Lawrence presides at the head of the table. He’s 
dressed all in blue, blue pants, shirt, hat and glasses. He wears this 
same outfit every day. “I think women will eventually be replaced 
by robots,” Lawrence says.
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Johnston plants both elbows on the table to rest his massive 
shoulders, his huge whiskered face turns to Lawrence.

Johnston projects his voice outward and states “I don’t 
think so.”

Lawrence sits with his iPad in front of him, his wide face 
in oval blue glasses peering over the rim of his computer and he 
replies, “Would you not sooner have a robot lady in your arms?”

Johnston grins, showing his wide mouth, his teeth close 
together. He notices tiny shaven hairs poking out the bottom of 
Lawrence’s chin, and further up, a nose hair or two shivering from 
the nostrils as the man speaks.

“No,” Johnston says. “For she would have no consciousness. 
I might as well speak to a Ford Mustang.”

“You can indeed give commands to your car,” Lawrence 
smiles. “I tell mine to shut off, and it shuts off.”

Cameron chips in, a thin-faced long-boned guy who pushes 
his scrawny arms close to his body when he holds his coffee and 
talks. His red moustache parts above wide well-spaced teeth.

“Yeah, Lawrence, what about the human factor?”
Lawrence smiles and crinkles form at the sides of his eyes. 

“We’re just sophisticated machines.”
Johnston makes a low, short laugh.
“Lawrence prefers robots.”
“Is that right?” Cameron asks.
He sticks his index finger in a small plastic peanut butter 

container, swirls the finger around and then licks it off.
Lawrence grins. “I’m married.”
“Nobody has ever seen your wife,” says Johnston. He stares 

out the café window at the inner harbour, the boats come and 
go, always moving above the sheen of the sea, the tide rippling 
in. Is that moon still shining transparent in the blue? He pushes 
himself up from his chair. “I’ve spent enough time talking with 
you clowns,” he says.

“Conversation too provocative?” laughs Lawrence. “Last 
time you walked out without paying.”
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“I’m not a machine,” Johnston says. “I have feelings, and 
you can’t control them.” He tosses a ten on the table and steps 
out the café door. He thinks of his wife. She was human, all too 
human and mortal and that’s the problem with humans, first you 
meet them and know them and even love them, and then you lose 
them forever. With a machine, it burns out and you buy a new one. 
And what of Lawrence and Cameron? They’re supposed to be his 
friends, and he’s supposed to be respectful, but he can’t listen to 
their robotic conversation. Although maybe they’re right. Maybe 
a machine would be better.

Next time, thinks Johnston.
He notices something moving between the trees in the park 

across the street. A flash, a flutter. He stops and peers again. Yes, 
it’s the tall spidery fork-bearded man, knees high in his red pants, 
arms moving up and down, balancing his giant book as he steps 
over the grass. He stops for a moment and balances on one foot. 
The book teeters. Then the man lunges forward toward a daffodil 
patch. As he lunges, he glances back and tosses his head as if to 
signal “This way.”

Johnston crosses the street to take a closer look, but the 
man and his volume disappear around a giant park sequoia.

This is coincidence, Johnston muses to himself. It’s mere 
random chance. He doesn’t believe in God. He believes in the road 
between the park and the stores on the other side, on the tempo-
rary flowering of daffodils. Maybe not even that. His conscious 
awareness is merely an illusion following the grinding march of 
time. What his consciousness chooses to perceive at any given 
moment is dependent on genetics, environment and circum-
stance. Johnston hurries up the street anyway, to catch up with 
the book man. “Hey, you!” he yells, but the man is gone.

	և

That afternoon, Johnston heads to the legislature, where there’s 
a parent protest against transgender education in the schools. 
Johnston goes to defend minority rights. What better way to 
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spend an afternoon, to forget his thoughts? He’s a bit of a scary 
ally, being over 6 feet tall, his head shaved close, and his shoulders 
humped like a grizzly. There’s a large group of counter-protestors 
and Johston heads over to stand between them and the opposing 
side. He introduces himself to another person with a shaved head. 
“We must use the same barber.”

“What brings you here, gentle giant?” asks the protestor.
“I’m here to fight the machine,” Johnston says.
Since his wife died, he’s been to a few of these legislature 

protests. His friend Lawrence tells him he should go back to work, 
there’s plenty of jobs in computer tech … but Johnston wants to 
hold off for a better purpose. He wants to let his blood boil and 
the anger flow. What better place to be than here?

He stands to his full height and faces the parent group. 
They’re an odd assortment of sports jackets, blue skirts, black 
beards, and red and black lumberjack pants. “Get your sign away 
from my face!” he exclaims to a man with high-reaching bushy 
grey hair and deep lines across his forehead.

“Don’t stand so close,” the man tells him. “Why are you on 
the other side? You look almost normal.”

“Everyone deserves respect,” Johnston says. “And you’re 
not giving it. You’re one of the same people who sent the Jews to 
Dachau.”

“And you’re itching for a fight,” says the man. “I can see the 
veins on your bald head bubbling.” He reaches his hand in the air 
and gestures. “Police! Over here!”

Johnston glances in the man’s direction. Indeed, there is 
a contingent of police and their heads jerk up at the man’s shout.

“Let’s push the fascists outta here,” says a woman by John-
ston’s left arm. She’s as tall as him, with long, blonde hair and a 
severe alabaster face. Her palm slaps the front of the bushy man’s 
sign.

Bushy Hair lowers his post and tells her “I could have you 
arrested for assault.”
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“Get back you mansplaining reactionary,” the woman yells.
Some of the other protestors start shouting and screaming 

too. The police move toward them.
“This could be my moment,” Johnston thinks.
He glares into the face of the bushy-hair, the man’s red-

flecked eyeballs flickering, his mouth obscured by his signpost 
he’s grasping onto with his thick hairy hands. Johnston could 
shoot his fist into that post. It would be such a relief!

Then, out of the tiniest corner of his vision, he glimpses the 
man with the book on his head. The rakelike wraith is standing up 
on the legislature steps with his arms parallel to his sides, and as 
he stares in the protestors’ direction, he lifts his arms, pushes the 
book off his cranium, and places it back down on the same spot. 
He does this a few times, like some kind of isometric. Johnston 
sees the man’s lips move but because of the crowd noise he can’t 
hear anything. He ducks behind the alabaster-faced woman as 
she hits out at the bushy man’s sign. The man jerks the sign back, 
his jaw contorted, and he lets out a roar of rage as the wood gets 
him in the nose.

This sure ain’t love, Johnston thinks. He bolts to one side, 
his mighty legs pumping in his loose grey pants, as the police 
arrive behind him. He feels his sore foot slip, then he’s up again. 
He needs space, room away from this chaos, apart from all these 
faces so close to his. He lumbers towards the legislature steps, 
to where the man with the book stood just moments before. But 
when he arrives the tome balancer’s gone, and so is Johnston’s 
fury.

Maybe that’s this guy’s game, he thinks. Distraction.

	և

Johnston arrives back at his apartment with the view over the 
sea. The sun shines in the windows and lights up all his wife’s 
things, her clothes, picture books, carved wooden boxes and the 
necklace with the red jewel centre, that she told him dropped 
out of the sky.
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“That just can’t be,” Johnston told her at the time, though 
where did that crazy book man come from, three times in a single 
day? Johnston leans out over the balcony. It’s 12 storeys down, a 
killing fall. He looks towards the ground and thinks What’s import-
ant to me now?

He thinks of his actions of the day, giving the panhandler 
five dollars. Walking out of the coffee meeting with his friends, 
inviting confrontation at the protest. He says his wife’s name: 
“Gwen.”

Her ashes lie in the urn under his bed. He sweeps his arm 
and scoops the urn out, a simple purple box. Her parents’ graves 
are in Manitoba, four provinces east. Four months he’s been con-
sidering flying there and scattering some of these ashes atop those 
graves. It’s something she wanted. That’s the first step, he thinks. I 
should do this soon.

He sets the urn upon the bed.

	և

In the evening, he goes out into the world again, For the last time 
today, he tells himself. He steps out of the way of an old woman 
with a walker as he makes his way across the blue bridge. When he 
reaches the other side, the panhandler speaks out from his alcove.

“Kind sir, do you have a few dollars for me?”
Johnston’s already got his five out. He’s ready for the next 

moment.
And yes, just as Johnston hoped, the man with the giant 

book on his head arrives from behind, with a powerful stride. Such 
a tall figure, long white hair parted down both sides of his face 
and flowing to his hips, the forked beard in front billowing back 
from the river breeze. All part of the plan, Johnston thinks. “Hey!” 
he yells. “You with the book on your head!”

Other people turn to look. The tall thin man stops, turns.
“Who are you?” shouts Johnston. “What’s your purpose?”
The man grins, stops and stands motionless on one foot. 

He pivots on that foot, turns his hairy head with the huge volume 
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weighted on it. There are black block letters written across the 
thickness of the book and the writing reads “To Be Continued.”

The spider-limbed man’s mouth opens. His voice comes out 
clear and true. “Victoria Airport. 5:30 a.m. tomorrow. Departure 
lounge, far side. For the anniversary.”

5:30 a.m.! The same time and day that Johnston’s wife 
passed away, one year ago.

“I will be there,” Johnston shouts, as the man strides on 
again, and his straight white shirted back melds into the crowd. 
After a moment, Johnston can’t see him or his book at all. The 
man’s blended into the bridge and the bodies of all the other walk-
ers, runners, and cyclists.

Something pulled his shape and form forth and forward, 
out of the crowd yet again, this time with an offer, and that expe-
rience isn’t going away. I will respect this vision, the big man thinks. 
What do Lawrence and Cameron know, with their robot love?

He notices the cottony moon, rising across the sky opposite 
to the approaching sunset. Something tugs his hand. He looks 
down, stares at the five dollars which the panhandler is pulling. 
Johnston lets the money go.

“Thank you, sir,” says the shaky-fingered beggar, his voice 
expressing the same mannerly cadence and tone as this morning.

“You are welcome,” Johnston replies. He stands on what 
used to be his sore foot. No pain at all. He points his hand for-
ward, to where the book balancing man disappeared. He says 
some last words to the panhandler. “Now I must step away, and 
follow Him.”
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POEM

Jack Skidmore
Making Peace

I’ll drink coffee for the first time in my life, and read books 
with plain titles in the dull eye of summer. Your singing will 
be strong and lonesome like it always is, like a bony shoulder 
in a sweater and a hand reaching out a car window, trailing 
cigarette smoke on the wind. A dog with a hot flash of grey in 
his muzzle will sleep in the shadow of a pine tree. A moment 
seen from a distance, landlocked and heavy with itself. I’ll write 
greedily about everything. For one word I’ll watch the rain fall 
and smell the cancer rot and hospital food and cry at the movies 
and look at stars like pennies in a dark fountain. For one word 
I’ll do nothing special at all.

I’ll spend my last dollar on an envelope, when I have had time 
to live and time to forget. I’ll sit in the shadow of a forest and 
listen to the trees. They will sing and sing, but not for us, not 
like they used to. A breeze will roll in and pass like grief, like 
lust, like hatred, like smoke leaving a window. It won’t smell 
like it used to.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

Christine Lowther
Cinnamon Toast

Meg, my new foster mother, tells me she is 40 and proud of her 
tan. When we get into her car she asks what music I like and 
laughs at the reply: “John Lennon.” He was murdered just days 
ago. In my new windowless basement bedroom I cover the walls 
with pictures of him, most taken from Rolling Stone magazine.

I am introduced to several new older “sisters.” Meg lives 
by herself upstairs and we kids stay down, largely unsupervised. 
A 15-year-old, Shelley, uses the c-word. She whips back her hair 
and then quickly looks to see if any visiting boys are watching. I 
feel repulsed and judgmental but keep my mouth shut, for now.

A new 12-year-old, Tammy, is already not a virgin. While 
secretly shocked, I’m happy to divide my bedroom to make 
space for her. When we go out, Tammy – not Shelley – gets all 
the whistles. I’ve never smoked, tried booze, worn makeup, or 
been physical with boys. Until now. Drinking also begins, and 
hitch-hiking, but I vow never to drop acid. There are parties in 
the woods and parks. Kids convulse and roll in their own puke. 
I meet a boy who teaches me how to hot-wire a car and steal gas. 
I still remember the taste of gasoline. Apart from a helmetless 
motorcycle ride, all I remember of our breakup is clinging to him, 
drunk and crying, while his mother scolds: “Look what you’ve 
done to her.” He’s shipped off to juvie.

Daily I gaze at my John Lennon posters, seeking wisdom 
and spiritual connection. One night I’m awakened by the sound 
of Shelley and Tammy on the other side of the bamboo partition, 
yelling loudly, “In the name of Jesus Christ be gone!” over and 
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over. After a pause: “Oh god, it’s still there,” someone says dra-
matically, and their shouting chant resumes. Silently I pray along 
with them, just in case a demon is truly in the room.

	և

School is not going well, apart from English. None of the teachers 
seems to like me; I have a habit of talking back in class. My favou-
rite teacher finally slams me against a locker in anger. Someone 
else pushes me up against a locker, too, but amorously: Larry, 
Tammy’s 17-year-old dealer-brother. We are at a school dance and 
I fall in my new high heels.

At home I flood a notebook with my feelings. CFOX plays 
’60s music every day during the lunch hour. Woodstock is my favou-
rite movie. There is no television in the basement and I am fine 
with that. A radio is all any of us needs. Whenever “Stairway to 
Heaven” comes on, all activity ceases; girls rush out of the bath-
room, girls hang up the phone – so the volume can be cranked 
and we can all swoon as if we’ll never hear it again. We’re allowed 
to attend large venue rock concerts. My first is Tom Petty and the 
Heartbreakers, at the Pacific Coliseum. The next one is local band 
Loverboy. Meg actually drives us to that one.

A cross-eyed, braided and bespectacled kid moves in: 
Eloise. I beg her to stay clean, but she wants to belong and be cool. 
I watch helplessly as she eagerly takes up every addictive habit to 
fit in. Only she won’t participate when Tammy suggests we all take 
a dozen strong painkillers for the thrill ride. I don’t recall where 
the pills come from, but I enjoy the new high. Not the rash, or the 
trip to the hospital, or the induced vomiting. Meg is angry. Is it 
because she cares, or because she’s afraid to lose her credibility as 
a foster mother and consequently, her income?

The few occasions I spend time upstairs, I regret it. The first 
time, Meg starts necking with her boyfriend–who disappears after 
a few weeks. The second time, Shelley has just used the micro-
wave to heat up some fish when Meg comes home and remarks, 
“It smells like sex in here.” Seeing the bewildered look on my face, 
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Meg launches into a detailed description of her sex life. To me: a 
13-year-old. The third time is when my 24-year-old, real (half) 
sister Kathy comes to visit (scope the place out). Meg puts on an 
act of maturity and normalcy, praising me and even giving me a 
demonstrative squeeze. Naturally, I am surprised and gratified 
but Kathy looks dubious. Nothing gets past her. Moving in with 
her would mean changing schools for the fourth time so I stay put.

One morning at school, in the girls’ bathroom–I don’t 
remember why–Shelley angrily throws her cigarette into the sink 
and shouts at me: “I hate you! I curse you for the rest of your life!” 
Fortunately, she moves out soon after this, also disappearing from 
that particular high school.

Nat moves in, a 16-year-old. She looks safe to me, and has a 
few male friends in their twenties. I find myself at a party; Nat and 
I are the only girls there. I’m in a bedroom fawning over a litter of 
kittens in their box when a man comes in and starts kissing me. I 
can’t fight him and he pins me to the bed. Nat walks in just in time. 
Another night, there’s an opportunity to leave the North Shore for 
a drive downtown. Her friends park in an alley and lay out lines of 
cocaine on the car’s hood. I watch Nat snorting the white powder 
through a dollar bill. So I give it a try, but don’t feel anything. We 
are in the vicinity of Davie Street, known for its prostitution.

I’ve never heard the term “grooming.” It might not exist yet. 
I have no knowledge of the behaviour it describes. These are guys 
who like to party and are generous, for fun. It’s just weird they like 
to hang with girls so much younger than themselves. Nat trusts 
them. I trust her.

The police show up and lead us girls into the patrol car’s 
back seat. Driving back to the group home, one of the officers asks 
me the date of my birth.

“November 19, 1967,” I answer.
“How old does that make you?” he asks.
“Can’t you count?” I snap. I don’t remember what the cop 

says back, but I know it’s a threat. I retain no memory of Meg’s 
response to our homecoming.
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	և

One day Nat, looking for kicks, takes me along to break into her 
parents’ house while they’re out. She is very comfortable here 
and fries up a big steak she finds in their fridge. She has the con-
fidence and skills of someone much older. That night I agree to 
go partying in Stanley Park. While we are there, Nat gets her 
period. We have no supplies or money. Her jeans are dark red 
and soaking all the way to her knees. We have to return home on 
public transit like that.

Nat knows another guy in his 20s. Hell, he might even be 
in his 30s. That doesn’t stop him hanging around with teenagers. 
We are at his house – green Eloise too – when he brings out a tray 
of LSD. I knew this day would come and my curiosity has been 
growing stronger than my fear. Now I look up at Nat, who looks 
back, chewing on her tiny blot of paper. I cross the line, drop the 
hit. It’s a double. Experience my first trip.

Gradually the drug dealer is spending more time in the 
group home. One morning I run upstairs for some reason, and he 
is making out with Meg.

Nat’s (and Eloise’s and my) drug dealer is now the lover of 
our foster mother.

Put another way, the person screened and paid by the gov-
ernment to run a group home for less-than-stable teenagers is now 
shacked up with a person who provides illicit drugs to those very 
kids under her care. At first I don’t realize the gravity of this fact. 
I’m more taken by a particular disappointment. Meg has been so 
New Age all this time; the woman believes in channelling and 
angels and positive energy. How can she pick an acid dealer for a 
boyfriend?

My school work starts to suffer more. My health, too. The 
basement cupboards offer instant noodles or white bread. Cin-
namon toast is our go-to meal. I get a terrible cold, and a doctor 
provides strong medicine. I stick to the prescribed dosage, yet the 
pills are so potent they make classrooms spin. My head is hard to 
hold up. I stop taking the pills.
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	և

There is a pool instead of a back yard. A group home with a 
swimming pool sounds pretty good, right? No trees, though. 
No garden. All summer long I swim in the chlorinated water; 
the other girls have been taken by their families for summer hol-
idays. I don’t go with mine, because how could I cram into that 
trailer and not expect my relations to find out I’m smoking pot 
every day? How to keep the cigarettes hidden, too? And maybe 
I’m just a little too cool now. I spend summer alone. I have stopped 
hearing from school friends, and I can’t bear to contact them. If 
they’ve abandoned me, it’s easier to withdraw. And yet so very, 
very desolate. Down in the basement, writing in my depressing 
notebook no longer helps, other than to weigh the pros and cons 
of suicide. I remember the cold medicine – the old pills left over 
in their bottle. Strong pills. Just one would make the world lurch, 
and there are plenty, maybe 25? I have found my solution. Write 
in my notebook how natural it is that the sunny suburbia outside 
carries on unknowing, now that I have swallowed every pill and 
sit in my windowless room waiting for death.

Hours pass and nothing happens. No spinning or lurch-
ing, no heavy head. No effects at all. And no explanation. Ha, I 
have failed at everything now! Summers will be the most dolorous 
season for the rest of my life.

	և

One evening in the autumn, Tammy and I are upstairs sitting at 
the table with Meg and the acid dealer. Not one of us is stoned. 
One thing can be said for Meg: she keeps a rule of no drugs in 
the house (another reason it makes no sense she is sleeping with 
a dealer). She is pontificating about New Age stuff. I am naïve 
enough to feel warmly included in this little group; the four of 
us are almost “hanging out.” I’m open to others’ beliefs. Tammy 
seems the same way. The two of us don’t argue with Meg’s decla-
rations of angels watching over us throughout our lives. We have 
both grown used to Meg’s announcement a few weeks ago that 
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she is, in fact, the reincarnation of Mary (yes, that Mary), cur-
rently pregnant with Christ. Yes, that Second Coming. I secretly 
don’t believe it, but I think Meg believes herself.

“How can you know angels are always with us?” asks 
Tammy, an intrigued expression on her face.

“Both of you, look at my belly,” answers Meg.
The dealer nods encouragingly. We look.
“That’s right, just stay focussed on my belly, on Christ.” 

A moment passes. Tammy and I keep our eyes on Meg’s middle.
“Now,” says Meg, “look up.” We do.
We gasp, seeing figures of light all around the table. The 

figures are of varying heights. Sort of outlines in white.
Tammy and I are exclaiming and blinking. But Meg and 

the dealer are leaving. They bid a hurried goodbye and slip out the 
sliding glass door. We hear the car take off. The figures of light 
gradually fade, and we head downstairs to bed in amazement and 
perplexity.

	և

Meg remains her thin self. I ask as respectfully as I can, “How 
come you’re not showing?”

“I’m sorry to say I miscarried the baby.”
“But what about the Second Coming?”
“It’s too bad, but we’ll try again.”
Nat, Eloise and I have a meeting (Tammy has taken off for 

good, hitch-hiking to California). The three of us take a bus to the 
government office and ask to see our social worker, Ms. Lavender. 
We hand her the truth about Meg: the poor food, the inappro-
priate sex talk and boyfriends, the reincarnated-Mary identity, 
the declared miscarriage of Jesus Christ. Since I cannot explain 
the vision of wingless angels, I leave it out. Ms. Lavender listens, 
frowns and thanks us. We have done all we can do. We don’t real-
ize that the worker believes we’ve made it all up. I’ll find that out 
in my 40s while reading her files that land in my lap thanks to the 
Freedom of Information Act.
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After living at Meg’s 11 months, I hit a wall, dreading my 
approaching birthday, the thought of having it in a group home. 
Or maybe it’s not my birthday I’m thinking of at all. Maybe it’s 
the thought of a whole year in this basement, in my windowless 
bedroom. I call Gram, ask her if I can come home. Tell a little of 
what goes on here, not including my suicide attempt or the vision. 
Gram does not question me. “Yes, come on home,” she says. Come 
on home.

Memory is a lifelong but shifting companion. I may have 
planned this departure to occur from an empty house. There are 
no goodbyes or thankyous, no contact at all. I pack my belong-
ings, consider my well-worn notebook. Slip it into the garbage 
before leaving forever. I’ve been lucky. Still a virgin. I walk out 
with my bag, stand at the bus stop across the road, board the bus, 
change to a second bus and walk from the last stop to Gram’s. Oh, 
the blessings of being physically able, of having the fare (decades 
later I will read how my mother used to have to borrow coins to get 
home from poetry meetings), of stepping out a doorway, crossing 
a road and catching freedom, an easy escape from that person who 
should never have been approved to foster. And the blessing of 
having a grandmother who said yes. Gram will inform the social 
worker of my new location, and Meg will then be informed by the 
worker. These things trouble me not at all–I am unaware of them. 
I am safe and sane, if wrung out. I get my old room back (main 
floor; windows) and the dogs are happy to see me. Life continues, 
even if it’s not possible to escape myself.

My foster sisters don’t attend my school. I never see them 
again. A lifetime later in 2018 Shelley will try to make Facebook 
friends, but I haven’t forgotten her bathroom curse. I will delete 
the request, but wonder what happened to the others, especially 
unspoiled, keen, bespectacled and braided Eloise.

Note: Names have been changed out of respect for privacy.
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POEM

Kristan Saefkow
43,762 Weasels

My spirit animal 
is forty-three thousand 
seven hundred 
and sixty-two weasels

When I am confronted 
by a situation 
or circumstance 
I think about those weasels

And I tend to do 
what forty-three thousand 
seven hundred and sixty-two 
weasels would do

On a good day I’ll devour 
twelve thousand three hundred 
sixty-one chickens 
and seventy-three rabbits

I’ll flee from two thousand 
nine hundred twelve bobcats 
and ravage at least 
twenty cashmere sweaters

I scratch seven hundred 
Ninety-nine albums 
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and frighten ten 
easily frightened children

Into eight thousand 
five hundred and nine 
paper towels tubes I’ll squeeze 
and get stuck

I will fail to fathom 
the breadth of the universe 
exactly one thousand 
times

I will gnaw on a shoebox 
thirty-nine times 
and try again 
two hundred more

I may never ponder 
the ramifications 
of soiling two thousand 
and twelve bedspreads

I will certainly conquer 
four thousand, seven hundred 
seventy-nine 
worn out socks

and when I encounter 
eleven thousand one hundred 
twenty-two hawks 
I’ll probably die



Sombrio, photo by Ashley de Kroon



86	 ISLAND WRITER  

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

POEM

Elizabeth Boyd
Emerging in Winter

Like a crab, I drew into my shell, pulling all the soft parts of 
myself inside. Nothing should remain exposed. I might have 
stayed there, hermit-like in my home, perhaps for a very long 
time.

Eventually, the comfort of home becomes a constraint.

I emerge. Outside is brighter than expected. A jet draws a thin, 
straight line against the sky, a rare blue in a winter of greys. I 
follow the coastline, bowing to an audience of gulls. Cold snaps 
at my nose and cheeks.

I notice that the lady with the windswept garden–thorny 
branches and succulents shivering against rock–has hung her 
washing to dry on the clothesline.

For what is winter sun, if not hopeful?
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FICTION

Will Johnson
The Eye Never has Enough of Seeing

After I left you, a busload of singing Christians fed me potato 
chips.

Next came the chatty insurance agent who loved to sing 
along with Shania Twain. She picked me up in Comox, headed 
south, and took me all the way to Nanaimo. Then came a girls’ 
soccer coach, who barely spoke the entire hour I sat in his pas-
senger seat, before finally I ended up with this little family who 
scooped me up along the Malahat Highway outside Duncan and 
drove me all the way to Goldstream Park. I was headed for my 
father’s property in Victoria, but hadn’t sorted out exactly what I 
was hoping to accomplish once I got there, so that night I pitched 
a tent out in the woods, a short hike from the tourist parking lot, 
at the base of Mount Finlayson.

Not long after dark I found myself shitting, crouched 
semi-conscious amidst the evening’s whispering shadows, while 
all around me moss-covered tree trunks ascended into the canopy. 
I was surrounded by shimmering wet sword ferns that dangled 
and bobbed and dripped, and the rainwater on my lips tasted like 
the ocean as my thoughts scampered directionless, conjuring up 
memories from the past few days. One of the kids from the bus 
had spent a heartbreakingly earnest hour trying to convert me to 
Christianity – unaware that this dreadlocked lesbian knew more 
about the Bible, and about sin and grace and forgiveness, than he 
would probably ever understand. His young, healthy body was 
playfully slung across the seat like a visual testament to his sub-
urban innocence.
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“Don’t you want your life to have some greater meaning?” 
this kid asked me, his hat swivelled backwards. He quoted at me 
from Ecclesiastes: “The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the 
ear its fill of hearing. What has been will be again, what has been 
done will be done again. There is nothing new under the sun.”

I couldn’t tell if he was hitting on me or not. His confidence 
had a creepy edge to it, like he’d spent his whole life being told 
how right and special he is. I always had the same feeling about 
Trent Stonehouse, back before he was arrested.

“That’s Solomon,” the kid says, “the wisest king in the 
whole Bible.”

“This is the dude who wanted to cut a baby in half, right? 
The mighty patriarch with what, like 900 concubines or some-
thing like that?”

“Well, that was the Old Testament. It was different back 
then.”

“Right.”
You’re always going to exist, I thought. Even after you develop 

critical thinking skills and ditch on your medieval religion. There will 
just be another 16-year-old hankering to take your place. And another 
one after that.

Cross-legged in the insurance agent’s Mazda, I shared a 
dainty joint she’d stashed in her bra. She asked me to stand senti-
nel while she squatted to piss in the scrub grass, hiking her skirt 
up over cottage cheese hips. Back in her car, the foot-space was 
like the lining of a gerbil’s cage. Before I climbed on to the pas-
senger seat she scooped up coffee-stained papers, crumpled fast 
food wrappers and a few partially full bottles of Diet Coke that 
sloshed around as she tossed them into the back. She’d arranged 
to meet a man from an online dating website. We coasted along 
under billowing pink sky explosions.

“I’ve given myself over before, right away, because it just 
feels right. That’s the type of person I am, I can’t deny it,” she 
told me. “I’ve always been really accepting, so moving forward 
if I’m going to be in a relationship, then the other person needs 
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to understand that I’m going to give it my all, you know? Some-
times that means you get taken advantage of, that’s true, but I 
understand the dangers and I’ve done enough reflection, I think, 
to understand the pros and cons. It’s taken a while for me to build 
up that emotional resilience, you know, that it takes to really put 
yourself out there for someone else.”

Eventually the insurance agent dropped me off at a bus 
stop by a sad-looking high school, then drove away as the sky was 
overtaken with purple. The pinks darkened to blood red, then 
ocean-like the blackness rose.

It was just starting to rain when the soccer coach pulled 
his SUV over. He was wearing a Bluetooth headset, eating Dor-
itos from a bag in his lap, and listening to an audiobook about a 
gangster in 1920s London. I was still semi-stoned and couldn’t 
keep up with the characters, so eventually I leaned my forehead 
against the glass and fell asleep with condensation dripping 
down my face. When I woke up, we were idling in a McDon-
ald’s parking lot.

“Take care of yourself now,” he said.
The next morning, around 6 a.m, the Saanich family invited 

me into their minivan as I hiked along the highway. There were 
two pretty blond parents, wealthy-looking, accompanied by a duo 
of well-behaved minions–preteens probably, a boy and a girl. It 
seemed like they’d never been in an argument, like the four of 
them wanted nothing more than to spend the day in each other’s 
company. The highway wound up through rock clefts, the sloped 
curves and humped apexes giving drivers ample opportunity to 
collide with oncoming traffic. They were discussing the nuances 
of a television show I’d never heard of, their overlapping voices 
like the pleasant nattering of birds.

“Sure you don’t feel like some exercise?” the father asked 
me, once we reached the parking lot. He knotted his hiking 
boots tight while the kids zipped up their matching Lululemon 
wind-jackets, and skipped off down the trail.

“I’m supposed to be in Victoria by this evening,” I lied.



90	 ISLAND WRITER  

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

Morning bird calls erupted all around, and I watched the 
four of them laugh-jog out of my life. I scrambled over a few 
embankments until I was just out of sight, then curled into a mossy 
alcove under a shaggy Douglas-fir. Tail-like hanks of white-green 
moss dangled overhead, trembling, while I chewed on fistfuls of 
the trail mix you gave me.

Then I cried for a bit.
I kept reminding myself I had nowhere to be, that nobody 

was expecting me anywhere, that I could sleep when I want, eat 
when I want, move when I want. I took off my socks, wiggled 
my toes in the dirt, tried to grab ahold of my consciousness and 
force it into the moment. I’d dreamed of leaving for so long that 
I had become accustomed to living in the future – but now I’d 
over-compensated, and found myself mired in the past. That’s 
when my stomach started to writhe, probably from the wrinkly 
gas station hot dog I’d resorted to that morning.

All that happenstance to bring me, mid-evening and mid-
shit, to the moment when I jumped at the scream of metal on 
metal.

“Look at my truck!”
The two vehicles had met, hood-to-hood, at the narrow 

exit leading back up to the highway. Late evening now, the entire 
area was deserted. Glass shards twinkled in the glare while both 
engines continued to rumble. Two jean-skirted girls flip flopped 
out of the truck while the driver hoisted himself out after them. 
He had crashed into a small hatchback sedan, driven by a nervous 
college kid wearing a hooded sweatshirt. Even from the woods I 
could see his animal panic, his head ducking deer-like from one 
side to the other. Finally he opened the door.

The truck driver, I could tell, was a muscled hick kid per-
petually ready to scrap. He was wearing a skin-tight black beater 
tucked into well-worn Carhartts. Each of his pock-marked work 
boots looked like it weighed 20 pounds.

“You know how much this is going to cost you?” the truck 
driver yelled.
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“I guess I wasn’t paying attention. It was my fault,” said the 
kid, pathetically. At least he’d figured out that much. “Listen, I’ll 
get my insurance.”

“You scared the girls.”
“I know, I’m sorry. Listen, I really am sorry.”
“Sorry doesn’t get me back my time, or my deductible.”
I stood with my pants around my ankles, waiting for the 

next thing to happen. Mist tendrils wisped through the tree 
trunks as the fight commenced. First the truck driver dragged 
the kid out of his seat, hurled him to the ground. Bodies flailed, 
slapped, thumped. The logistics were banal, mundane in their 
simplicity – the truck driver’s knuckles making contact with 
shoulder blade, hip bone, neck – and the kid’s response ranged 
from feeble to nonexistent. He whimpered, pain-dancing in the 
headlights while the girls made a spectacle of attempting to inter-
vene, harpy-shrieking and clutching at their friend’s shirt, until 
one of them staggered back from an elbow to the eye socket. The 
kid’s pavement impact sounded wet.

The truck crunched out of the parking lot, dragging the 
kid’s bumper a few feet, and then turned right on to the highway. 
The kid was doubled over with both arms outstretched towards 
his feet, balanced up on one hip, like he’d been reaching for his 
toes and toppled over. He coughed and spasmed. Traffic droned 
through the trees. I jogged through the woods towards the high-
way, waving at the yellow eyes hurtling down the mountainside.

A taxi U-turned into the park’s entrance. I yanked open the 
passenger door and told him, “Some guy got the shit kicked out of 
him down there. Pretty bad.”

“Someone you know, hon?” he asked, glancing down the 
dark laneway. The glow from the kids’ headlights could be seen, 
but little more.

“No, just some guy. Unconscious, I think. You got a phone?”
He pulled his parking brake with a grunt, twisted his keys 

to turn off the engine. “Cell coverage is spotty out here, but let’s 
give it a shot.”
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The cabbie’s tone was nonchalant, unworried. He motioned 
with a flash of his wrist for me to sink into the passenger seat, 
which I did gratefully. His composure was comforting. He was a 
thin, hard-looking man wearing a denim vest over a T-shirt that 
read Kiss My Bass. The flailing green fish erupted from his chest, 
already hooked. He held a flip phone to his ear while he smoked, 
the cigarette see-sawing.

“What kind of injuries does he have?” the cabbie asked, 
phone chin-wedged to his shoulder. “They want to know how bad 
he’s hurt. Is he talking?”

“I didn’t really look.”
“Why don’t you run down there and check?”
The kid was gurgle-moaning as I approached, one of his 

feet dragging noisily back and forth on the ground. I stopped a 
few feet away, stomach-sick with empathy pain, staring afraid 
at the clots of crimson globbed into his hair and pooling on the 
pavement. I crouched by his face and reached out to squeeze 
his hand, which was about all I could manage in that moment. I 
wondered if he could feel my skin, whether my presence would 
register in any meaningful way. He was pretty, skin soft like an 
infant’s, with an elaborately shaved white-blond haircut. His 
gasps came with mint whiffs, and it made me sad to see how 
much work he’d put into his newly destroyed face–a ragged flap 
scraped off his eyebrow, a purpled lump rising in his hairline, 
his lips foamy.

Eventually I whispered something to him that you once 
told me: “Remember this is just a moment, and all moments end.”

Maybe I imagined the cheek-twitch of recognition. Maybe 
not.

Eventually two police cruisers pulled down into the park-
ing lot, while another parked on the shoulder behind the taxi. Rain 
drifted at us sideways from the forest as cop radios rambled at the 
car’s empty interiors. I sat on a massive stump for nearly 15 min-
utes before anyone thought to address me. I gave my account to 
an attractive woman with a tight black ponytail. While we talked 
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two paramedics kneeled beside the kid and shone flashlights in 
his eyes. He remained unconscious, having rolled at some point 
on to his back luxuriously, and they pulled an oxygen mask down 
over his face. That’s when he began to vomit, pinkish stomach 
contents filling his mask until he choked and spat, involuntarily 
whimpering.

I thought once I’d told my story I could head back into the 
woods unnoticed, but the cops wanted me to come to the Victoria 
Police Department. They’d already stopped a truck, only a few 
clicks down the highway, and wanted me to ID the assailant.

I sat in an air-conditioned room an hour later, my soggy bag 
under my feet, as the cops waited for the others to arrive.

“Hopefully this won’t take too long,” one of them said.
“They’re thinking the kid will have brain damage at this 

point, with a head wound like that. Without you we’ve got no 
leads. Nothing. You’re the reason this guy will do time.”

“Good job, Paisley.”
My stomach was still a mess so I asked to use the washroom, 

and one of them led me down a hallway and opened the door with 
a key. After I finished, as I swung the door open, I was met eye-
to-eye with the truck driver as he swished through the automatic 
doors at the end of the hallway. I meant nothing to him, of course, 
and as urine spotted my underwear I watched him breeze past. His 
female companions were led from the cold blackness of the park-
ing lot into the station behind him. The first was Cleopatra-proud, 
chin jutting with dignity, though she was barefoot and bleeding. 
The second wasn’t so cooperative, and was bouncing back and 
forth between two flustered fat cops, who held their hands back 
as if in fear of a wild animal. She was young – 16 or 17 – and her 
flesh was hyper-alive with feral, drunk rage. Throwing her weight 
into one officer she propelled herself into a flying roundhouse that 
nearly caught the other one in the throat. She hit the ground hard, 
howled ape-like as she kicked her feet uselessly at the sky. It was a 
violent, bombastic, pointlessly beautiful spectacle and neither of 
her friends were there to witness it. Only me.
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As one officer pinned her face to the ground with his knee, 
she wrenched her face into position and clenched her teeth into 
the meat of his shin. I was transfixed. I’ve spent my whole life 
trying to summon up that sort of emotion. I’ve never been able 
to fight back.

The kid survived, I found out later. The cops made me 
promise to show up in court a few months later, then drove me 
back to the edge of the highway. White-gold, the sun incinerated 
the horizon as it cast its deep black morning shadows. Across the 
ways the trees congratulated me, groan-rocking, their limbs out-
stretched in preparation for the coming applause.

And you said I was useless.
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POEM

Sarah Weaver
Emergency Room, the Day After 

Christmas

Green vinyl chairs are blackened, threadbare thin. 
Near me, a large man in transit uniform 
struggles to ease spasms in his back. 
Shirt buttons strain as he leans sideways, 
“I slipped on brake fluid,” he says. 
A nurse brings pills for his pain.

A young woman rests in a wheelchair, 
her ice-covered foot elevated. 
A boy holds her hand, kisses her, kisses again. 
They murmur, patient.

Beside them sits an older woman, rigid, 
calm, almost catatonic – 
hands, fingers, feet, 
all immobile.

Noise rises through the night. 
Periodically a nurse calls a name, 
a patient stands, slowly follows.

A woman with short green hair 
velvet dress, tattoos on neck and calves – 
seems known to the workers – 
asks for anti-seizure meds.
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She’s reluctant to wait and soon 
is on the floor, hunched. 
I think, “Drugs.” 
A nurse helps her to a nearby room.

A thin young man writhes in a wheelchair. 
His head ricochets up and down, 
almost hits the chair. 
Is that a drug thing too, I wonder?

A child in pyjamas dribbles a trail of urine. 
Over the PA, 
Housekeeping to ER.

We wait. 
Hours pass, 
each in our own world of quiet, 
conversation muted, 
broken by occasional ringtones. 
We are numb to troubles others hold, 
perhaps observing, judging, 
as I seem compelled to do. 
We are a slow procession of humans, 
different and the same, 
waiting.

The transit driver works his body vertical, 
in the muffled noise uses his bus driver voice, 
“I have a few Christmas oranges in my bag. 
Anybody want one?”

I feel a shift in the room, subtle – 
or do I imagine the softening? 
The driver peels one for the young man in the wheelchair, 
who amid his shaking, smiles, 
eats it, segment by segment.
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POEM

Daniela Lorenzi
Mid November in San Gimignano

It’s not the remaining fourteen towers 
that lift my spirits this late in the season – 
it’s the sun, low on the horizon, as it kisses 
dormant fields golden around the hill town, 
its warm, honeyed light softening brittle air. 
Subdued sunlight glows on terracotta rooftops and rolling hills, 
weaves between the few leaves still clinging to fig trees 
and on persimmons 
laden with burnished orange globes.

In Italy even late-autumn fruit 
is colour-coordinated, fashion conscious, 
while the town wraps itself in a gilded pashmina 
to achieve the requisite bella figura.
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FLASH FICTION

Hugh Stephens
The Bench

The chip path was soft underfoot. Ochre rays of the setting sun 
illuminated the salal and cedar ahead. A turn in the path and 
he emerged onto a headland where a gust of wind brought just a 
whiff of salt and seaweed. Across the water he could see the sun 
catch the snowcapped peaks of the Olympic range, tinting them 
pink. A large container ship, its lights sparking, was highlighted 
against the darkening sea. Ahead he saw a viewing bench look-
ing out across the water. At first, he thought there was no-one 
there, but then he saw a silhouette and realized someone was 
seated, facing the water, apparently reading a book. It was a 
woman.

He thought of the many times over the years he had walked 
this very path and inhaled this view. It had always revived and 
refreshed him, at times of stress or at times of reflection. He 
thought back on the different events in his life that had brought 
him to this place of repose. University studies, and the uncertainty 
that accompanies the future. Which career path? Will there be 
a partner to share the journey? Walking hand in hand with her, 
inhaling a whiff of fragrance from her hair. Putting their boy on 
his knee and pointing out to sea, looking at the freighters and 
sometimes a sailboat. Strolling in the evening with her before put-
ting him to bed. Family picnics. Sitting on that very bench with 
the boy, now a teenager, listening to his growing pains, trying to 
offer counsel, building hope for the future. Celebrating his grad-
uation with photos against a sea and mountain backdrop. Three 
generational family gatherings. And times of sadness too. Now 
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once again, on this early April evening, he was alone. This was a 
place of a lifetime of memories.

The bench was just up ahead. He thought the woman was 
still there, but when he reached it as the shadows lengthened, she 
was gone. He knew this bench and its inscription. It had been 
there for years. Like most of the benches in the park, it had been 
donated in memory of someone who had once loved this spot. It 
said, “In loving memory of Lara Porter, April 1930-September 
1995. This place brought her comfort”. Then he noticed the small 
book lying on the bench. It was a collection of poems by none 
other than Dylan Thomas. It lay open at the work “Do Not Go 
Gentle Into That Goodnight”. He picked it up and read;

Do not go gentle into that good night
Old age should burn and rave at close of day
Rage, rage against the dying of the light*

Flipping to the front of the book, he noticed the inscrip-
tion. “To Lara, Much Love on your birthday, April 6, 1995”. Then 
the sudden realization. Today was the 6th of April. At that instant, 
the sun slipped beneath the horizon, continuing its journey west. 
He turned to see a radiant glow.

*	 Credit to Robert Frost.
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FLASH FICTION

Valerie Chalker
Spring Flowers

Yellow, purple crocuses, white snowdrops: they begin to show 
their naughty heads before the snow has even melted. Most 
people love to see these flowers as winter fades away, but not me. 
To me they are ghoulish. You see, I was once assaulted by one.

“Impossible,” you say.
“Just listen to me.”
When I was about five years old, I was out playing in the 

woods by myself; in those days a child could still play in the woods 
alone. There were patches of snow about, but sun filtered through 
the still bare branches and the sound of melting ice dripping was 
everywhere. I knelt down in a patch of snow to try to smell the 
colorful flowers poking through, not knowing that these flowers 
don’t really have any scent.

Bending closer to sniff a golden crocus, I heard a rustling as 
the stem and leaves of the purple one next to it pushed their way 
through the crust of snow growing larger and taller as the petals 
simultaneously grew bigger. The leaves pushed me over onto my 
back and pressed my arms into the ground while the purple flower, 
now so big and heavy, bent towards me. I tried to cover my face 
with my hands but couldn’t move, forced to stare at the stamens 
that hovered above my face, covered in fine balls of yellow pollen.

Suddenly, the crocus shivered as a gust of wind caused the 
petals to flutter and the stamens to sprinkle their load of pollen 
all over my face. It felt like raindrops but wasn’t wet. It didn’t run 
down my face to my neck, just stuck to my skin without a smell and 
created small grey blobs in my vision as it landed on my eyelashes. 
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I wanted to wipe it away, but my arms were still pinned to the 
ground by the large leaves.

I don’t know how long I stayed there. It seemed as if I fell 
asleep yet remember looking through the pollen up at the purple 
petals, at the veins running through them and even imagined I 
could see their lifeblood pulsing. I opened my mouth to scream 
but no sound came; no one would have heard me anyway.

After a time, I got up and ran home. My mother tut-tutted 
when she saw my face covered in the yellow pollen, but she just got 
a damp cloth and wiped it away along with my tears.

“You had a bad dream,” she whispered.
It wasn’t before the damage was done, though.
To this day, I have vicious spring allergies that no amount of 

medication can allay. I steer away from purple clothes and surrep-
titiously throw away purple flowers if I happen to receive a bunch 
from a well-meaning friend.

I really should move away from here.
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BOOK REVIEWS

Not Forgotten  
by Sheila Martindale

Reviewed by Britta Gundersen

In her eleventh volume, Not Forgotten, Sheila Martindale gives 
readers a selection of poems covering a wide expanse of emotion 
and experience, with this writer’s characteristic choices of precise 
and perfect words.

Not Forgotten is a collection of 38 poems selected from Shei-
la’s contributions to numerous magazines, literary journals and 
her 10 previous books. But, like much of the best poetry, these 
lines are not dated; they are timeless, many having taken on new 
or deeper meaning with the passage of time.

As the volume’s title suggests, the poems are about leav-
ing, about departing. Many are about death: the sudden and 
tragic death of a child, even two; the death of a frail and time-
worn old man; the passing of a dear and courageous friend; the 
loss of a late-in-life love. But Shiela’s poetry is not maudlin. 
Rather, it provides opportunities for quiet reflections and even 
a smile or two.

There are poems of regret, of friendships that have waned, 
of a lover’s leaving, even the loss of all but the deepest memories. 
There is longing in the lines about a father abandoning his family 
and a dose of nostalgia sparked by a grandmother’s ring.

There are poems about places, too – places of the poet’s 
past, places linked to those not forgotten: English gardens; a Brit-
ish pub in Kensington. “Home Thoughts from Montreal” is about 
an England left long ago. There are more locales, all evocative: a 
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kitchen, a seniors’ centre; a beach; a vault full of safe deposit boxes 
(and a watch); a graveside. And there is “Taking Sophia Home” – a 
poem of a promise made and a journey taken.

Finally, Sheila Martindale writes a poet’s epitaph. It is 
short, beautiful and peaceful. Who could wish for more?

Not Forgotten is available at New Horizons Seniors’ Centre, 
234 Menzies Street, Victoria for $10 and on Amazon.ca for $15.
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Island-Wise: Global Reflections  
by Britta Gundersen

Reviewed by Amber Woods

Island-Wise: Global Reflections is a well-crafted, delightful fol-
low-up memoir to Ominous: An African Adventure. The writing 
style creates an intimate atmosphere. Readers feels like they are 
having tea with her and are transported back in time and intro-
duced to foreign lands. Britta provides an historical perspective 
which enhances the readers appreciation. The book is divided 
into six parts. Each section is introduced with a tantalizing sneak 
preview.

Part 1 introduces 5-year-old Britta when her parents 
allowed her to join her cousin at camp on Vashon Island. Through 
her descriptions, readers can both identify with and recall their 
own childhood experiences.

In Part 2, Britta’s mother, now divorced and in a new rela-
tionship, follows her man to Hawaii with 13-year-old Britta in 
tow. During the Cold War, the author witnesses a harrowing 
atmospheric nuclear test described as having “turned the sky 
an artificial bright chartreuse green that could only be made by 
mankind.” Being a teenager presents its own challenges. Britta’s 
were magnified by how her mother divided her attention between 
her new husband and her daughter. The choices both mother and 
daughter made and the arc of their relationship are subtly and 
compassionately revealed throughout Part 2.

Part 3 finds Britta accepting a teaching job in a small rural 
town in Australia. Her adventurous spirit and ample holiday time, 
allow several adventures. The author’s colourful tales showcase 
her humor, special places and her fondness for animals, food and 
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history. We are also introduced to Britta’s father, who comes to 
visit. After her father’s death, Britta concludes that “my father left 
me a legacy of wanderlust, adventure, independence and love.”

In Part 4 Britta has married Jack and has accepted a job in 
Jamaica during a time of political unrest. The couple finds their 
way after surviving some harrowing experiences, including Hur-
ricane Allen.

By Part 5, Britta and Jack are living in Victoria. With just 
the right touches of humour, pathos and joy, themes of family, 
animals and food dynamically weave their way throughout the 
story. Her piece about Quadra Island and her description of her 
family are touching. An abridged version of Quadra Island was 
published in Island Writer Magazine in 2024.

The concluding section brings the reader to the Magdalen 
Islands. Shiela’s poignant recounting coupled with the historical 
context is masterfully crafted. Family, whether by birth or choice, 
is one of the central themes in the book, including in this chapter. 
Additionally, Britta takes the reader on a cruise around Iceland, 
Ireland and Cape Breton Island. Descriptions of the people, 
places and adventures are eloquently told.

Island-Wise: Global Reflections will appeal to people who 
enjoy travel, history, animals, food and people. Britta’s vivid 
descriptions, kind heart, sharp wit and understanding of world 
events is evident in this well-paced, engaging, educational and 
entertaining book. It is well worth reading.

Island-Wise: Global Reflections is available at Russell Books, 
Amazon.ca and from the author.
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Looking For The Words  
by Frank Wilson

Reviewed by Edeana Malcolm

In the introduction to his book, Frank Wilson says, “We have an 
idea, a feeling, an emotion, a story to tell and we need to find a way 
to do it. We are searching for the right words and for a structure 
to hold them that will have an appropriate rhythm.” This is a very 
apt way of describing what writers try to do.

Looking for the Words tells stories in poems, some personal 
and others based on ideas gleaned from the illustrations accom-
panying each poem. More that just a book of poetry, Looking for 
the Words is filled with beautiful paintings and photographs, and 
would not be out of place on your coffee table. At the back of the 
book is a list of the many contributing artists.

As an added incentive to buy the book, all proceeds from 
the sale go to Alzheimer’s and dementia charities. Which is, in a 
way, ironic, given that many of the poems in Looking for the Words 
are steeped in memories. Some are based on Wilson’s own life 
experiences, and he has a rich background to draw from includ-
ing growing up on a dairy farm in South Yorkshire, travelling 
extensively and living in many parts of the world. The poem 
“Reflections of Development Guy” alone mentions Nairobi, 
Zanzibar and Karachi. My favourite of these nostalgic poems is 
“Low Tide,” in which the receding ocean lays bare memories of 
old friends who “mind-drop in for a while ... .”

The painting accompanying this poem is stunning.
Many images in the book also lend themselves to nostal-

gic reminiscences. Wilson imagines the life stories of those who 
once lived in the illustrated derelict and deserted buildings and 
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farms in poems such as “Barn Left Behind,” “Forgotten Farm in 
the Foothills” and “Dispersal Sale.”

Nostalgic though it is, Looking for the Words will not leave 
you feeling depressed. Wilson’s poems celebrate life: family life as 
in “Father and Son” and community life as in “Small Town Break-
fast” with its description of the people in a Smithers coffee shop:

Tables alive with loquacious locals
... mustered around the muffins
all of them certain-age women.
Looking for the Words also displays Wilson’s gift for word 

play, as in the poems “Old Hats” and “Pandemic Limbo 2021” 
where he explores the many meanings of the word “limbo” and 
how it relates to the pandemic experience. I also appreciated the 
subtle word play in “Bridle Path,”

My solo walking down the bridle path was no more
But now happily hand in hand with another
Who was to become my bride.
In Looking for the Words, Frank Wilson has successfully 

found the words to express his ideas and emotions in his poems. 
I came away happy to be alive on this great beautiful earth, and 
these days; we need all the happiness we can get.
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CONTRIBUTORS

Balachandran, Tharani (Poem. Mom Brain) Tharani Balachan-
dran is the author of two poetry chapbooks and her work has 
appeared in numerous publications including On the Seawall, 
Anti-Heroin Chic and the Racket. Tharani lives on the traditional 
territory of the Lekwungen peoples in Victoria, B.C. with her 
husband and daughter, who are the inspiration for roughly 99 
percent of her recent work.

Boyd, Elizabeth (Poem. Emerging in Winter) I live in the 
Comox Valley with my family. My writing has been published in 
Our Stories Literary Journal (2010), Freefall Magazine (2013), Grain 
Magazine (2017), the anthology, Alone But Not Alone: Poetry in Iso-
lation (2020), The Van Isle Poetry Collective (2021), and Sea and Cedar 
Magazine (2021, 2022).

Calvert, Philip (Fiction. Desperado) Philip Calvert grew up in 
Prince George and returned to live in Victoria after 34 years in 
Canada’s foreign service. He has published extensively on Canadian 
foreign policy and international relations. He is currently working 
on a collection of short stories revolving around north-central B.C.

Chalker, Valerie (Flash Fiction. Spring Flowers) In 2015 Valerie 
completed The Writers Studio program at SFU, where she began 
to free her imagination from the shackles of academic writing 
and prepare for more creative expression in her third age. She is 
currently writing historical fiction about her imagined ancestry, 
while enjoying the lifestyle of Vancouver Island.

Cognitō, Ian (Creative Nonfiction. Après Demain) Ian Cognitō 
is from Yellowpoint, B.C. He has written, co-written or published 
11 books, most recently Play on Worlds and Animalian (Repartee 
Press). Ian was formerly the artistic director of 15 Minutes of 
Infamy, a word-craft cabaret based in Nanaimo.
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Greenwood, Nigel (Fiction. Better Company) Nigel Green-
wood is a former naval person and current ice navigator. He has 
published frequently in the BC Shipping News and other profes-
sional journals, but has recently branched into creative writing 
with a draft novel and 19 short stories. He is especially drawn to 
human confrontations in operational situations.

Harrison, Kim (Fiction. This was my House; Fiction. Johnston’s 
Moment) Kim Harrison lives and writes out of Victoria, B.C., 
with story publications in Sea and Cedar, Hobart, Bull Literary 
Magazine, Literally Stories, Fiction on The Web, Bewilder-
ing Stories, Blue Lake Review and others. His blogspot with 
publication links and music videos can be found here: https://
harrisonkim1.blogspot.com

Healing, Kath (Poetry. a quiet animal survives you) Kath Heal-
ing (they/them) is a queer, disabled, neurodivergent poet living 
on the unceded territories of the Lək̓ ʷəŋən-speaking peoples 
(Victoria, B.C.). Writing at the intersections of trauma, queer 
embodiment, and mythic-clinical memory, they craft lyrical, ima-
ginal poetics that navigate survival and silence while resisting 
closure.

Hedetniemi, Karin (Creative Nonfiction. Still, I Do Not Love 
Paris) Karin Hedetniemi photographs and writes from Victoria. 
Her place-inspired creative work appears in EVENT, Grain, Prai-
rie Fire, Riddle Fence, and other international literary journals. Her 
nonfiction has been celebrated with award prizes from the Royal 
City Literary Arts Society, and nominated for the Pushcart Prize. 
Find her at AGoldenHour.com.

Illing, Thora Kerr (Fiction. Fred at the River Styx) Thora lives in 
Sidney. A former newspaper reporter and librarian, she self-pub-
lished a historical novel set in 17th century New France, and she 
is the author of a biography published by Touchwood Editions: 
Gold Rush Queen: the extraordinary life of Nellie Cashman.
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Johnson, Will (Fiction. The Eye Never Has Enough of Seeing) 
Will Johnson is a journalist from the Cowichan Valley. He 
recently wrote and starred in a historical play called Messages in 
the Dust. His fiction and non-fiction work has appeared in publica-
tions such as The Malahat Review, Prairie Fire, and The Fiddlehead. 
He published his book The Ballad of Shuswap Joe in 2020, and is 
hard at work on a sequel.

Knogler, Rosalie (Flash Fiction. Coming Home) This Victoria 
author’s three children’s books have received Greater Victoria 
Public Library awards. Several of her short stories and poems 
have won contests. INSPIRED Magazine featured an article about 
Rosalie’s writing, and her photos and stories have been published 
in Seaside Magazine, Times Colonist and other periodicals.

Ladouceur, Julie (Flash Fiction. The Art of Crash Landing) This 
kind veterinarian and singer/songwriter recently moved to the 
Island from Montreal. She loves everything “art” and chances are 
you’ll encounter her on the trails with an opinionated toddler or 
feeding her coffee addiction at the local shop. She recently chal-
lenged herself in writing in her second language.

Lorenzi, Daniela (Creative Nonfiction. Per questo pezzo di 
donna; Poem. Mid November in San Gimignano) Daniela 
Lorenzi is grateful to reside on beautiful Vancouver Island. Her 
poems and CNF pieces have found homes in a variety of literary 
journals and anthologies. This Old House, her first poetry collec-
tion, was published through Repartee Press, in 2023.

Lowther, Christine (Creative Nonfiction. Cinnamon Toast) 
After growing up in North Vancouver and living in England, 
Christine Lowther has lived in ƛaʔuukwiiʔath territory (Clayoquot 
Sound) since 1992. Past Poet Laureate of Tofino, her latest book 
is Blockade: Diaries of a Forest Defender.

Malone, Suzanne (Flash Fiction. Ruth) Suzanne is an active 
member of a writer’s critique group. She has had the opportunity 
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to participate in a number of writer-in-residence programs. Her 
inspiration is often related to travel, but also life as a parent, 
grandparent, health care provider and ski coach.

Massam, Diane (Poetry. Visiting Hiroshima) Diane Massam 
writes poetry and creative nonfiction about memory and place. 
With recent publications in Arc, The New Quarterly, and Grain, 
she won the 2021 FBCW contest and placed second in the 2025 
Raven Chapbook contest. She is professor emeritus of linguistics 
at U of T, living in her hometown, Victoria.

Niedermayer, Don (Creative Nonfiction. Past and Presence) 
Don Niedermayer returned to British Columbia in 2020 after 25 
years in México. His latest book, just published by Austin Macau-
ley, is The Way Of Undoing: Capitalism, Trauma and the Return to 
Wonder. He lives in Victoria but finds it cold.

Perkins Carr, S. M. (Poetry. Chasing Home) S.M. Perkins Carr 
is an author, poet, musician and music therapist. Originally from 
North Vancouver, she lived in England for ten years, and settled 
in Victoria in 2019. She self-published her debut novel, Searching 
for Persephone, in 2022. She was recently short-listed in the 2024 
FBCW writing contest.

Saefkow, Kristan (Poem. 43,762 Weasels) Kristan is a short-
term-going-on-long-term resident of Victoria. He lives at home 
with his wife, their cat, and their houseplants ranging in number 
from three to six. He enjoys reading, writing and keeping his cat 
away from his houseplants

Scott, Emily (Creative Nonfiction. The Kiss is Always Where 
it Falls Apart) Emily Scott is a queer and asexual writer based in 
Victoria, B.C., working full-time as a Freedom of Information 
analyst. Previously, her poem “Ode to Newfoundland” was pub-
lished in the Scottish Book Trust Collection, and her academic 
research on museums has been exhibited in museum settings.
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Skidmore, Jack (Poem. Making Peace) Jack is an aspiring writer 
living in Victoria. He has been writing short stories for most of his 
life and has acquired a love of poetry through slam competitions 
and open mics in the city. He hopes to pursue a career as a writer 
or counsellor one day.

Stephens, Hugh (Flash Fiction. The Bench) Hugh is a retired 
foreign service officer and media executive. He resides in Victoria 
and is the author of In Defence of Copyright, published by Cormo-
rant Books. He writes a regular blog on copyright and content 
issues. hughstephensblog.net

Wade, Lori. (Creative Nonfiction. Everything Will Be Fine) Lori 
is a grateful ex-pat, recuperating trust and estates attorney, and 
wannabe novelist.  She is working on her first book about a dairy 
farmer who fights big ag to save his farm and the attorney who 
helps him. She lives in Victoria with her Canadian partner, and 
dog Layla.

Weaver, Sarah. (Poem. Restorative and Emergency Room, 
the Day After Christmas) Sarah writes poetry and memoir. Her 
website is sarahweaver.ca/, and her blog Coast Lines is at lines-
fromthecoast.blogspot.com/
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EDITORIAL AND PRODUCTION TEAM

Cynthia Philp. Editor of Island Writer. Cynthia, editor of Island 
Writer for three years, has previously sat on the editorial board of 
Gardens West Magazine and edited many, many newsletters. She 
has published fiction and nonfiction pieces in several Canadian 
magazines, written three novels, and knows exactly how stinging 
a rejection letter can be. She loves cheering on new authors.

Anne Hopkinson. Poetry content editor. Anne writes from her 
home in Victoria, and is former president of Planet Earth Poetry, 
a reading series of 30 years. She is a nature-lover, book addict and 
water rat. Her work appears in anthologies and journals, recently 
Antigonish Review, New Quarterly, and Canadian Literature. She 
won the Canadian Stories Poetry Prize for 2019, and was short-
listed for the B.C. Federation of Writers Poetry Prize in 2019. In 
2021 she won the Emily Carr Poetry Contest in Victoria.

Joy Huebert, Fiction content editor. Joy was the editor of Island 
Writer Magazine for eight issues and served on the board for five 
years, including as president. She has published stories, poems 
and creative nonfiction in many Canadian literary magazines and 
placed first in the Grain Magazine, Short Grain postcard story 
competition, the Victoria Writers’ Society fiction contest and the 
Victoria School of Writing, Postcard story competition. Joy is 
the author of My Brother’s Basement, published by Quadra Books.

Sage Strachan Creative nonfiction content editor. Originally 
from Alberta, Sage moved to Victoria in 2021 to study writing. 
Now a proud UVic graduate, holding a BFA in Creative Nonfic-
tion, they have five years of co-facilitating workshops and peer 
editing under their belt. A recipient of The Keith and Shirley 
Wagner Prize for Writing, they are now honoured to be a part of 
the Island Writer team.
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Diane Massam. Flash fiction content editor. Diane has recent 
publications in Queen’s Quarterly, Grain, and The New Quarterly. 
She won the 2021 FBCW poetry competition and placed second 
in the 2025 Raven Chapbook contest. She holds a certificate in 
creative writing from the University of Toronto, where she is also 
a professor emerita of linguistics with many years of experience 
as a writer, editor and educator.

Caroline Mufford. Style and line editor. Mesmerized by gram-
mar since age 10. Retired journalist (BA, magazine focus), worked 
writing/editing newspapers, news websites and magazines. 
Taught college English. Author Quesnel: A Multicultural Tapestry. 
Writing short CNF set in B.C.; lived in Victoria since 2006.

Daniela Lorenzi. Assistant editor. Daniela is a retired UVic lan-
guage instructor who believes that discussing grammar is the best 
party game there is. Admittedly, she has few friends. However, 
over her 30 years of teaching she has explained (and re-explained) 
the workings of several languages via their grammatical building 
blocks and has corrected a multitude of exams and papers. In her 
spare time she writes poetry and creative nonfiction. Her book of 
poems, This Old House, was published by Repartee Press in 2023.

Iryna Spica. Designer. Iryna works to create beautiful books. She 
has been the designer of Island Writer for several years.



JOIN THE VICTORIA WRITERS’ SOCIETY

IF YOU HAVE A STORY TO TELL,  
an essay to share or poetry to read, please join us.  

We welcome writers of all genres and levels of  
experience and offer critique groups as well. 

Visit us and submit your work through  
www.victoriawriters.ca  

or contact us at editor@victoriawriters.ca.

Please note that the writing contest and the magazine have  
separate submission streams.

Interested In Submitting to 
Island Writer Magazine?

WE WELCOME SUBMISSIONS for the magazine from both 
established and emerging writers currently living on Vancouver Island 
and the surrounding Gulf Islands. Submissions from both members 
and non-members are eligible for consideration. Island Writer is pub-
lished twice a year, in June and December. Note that the December 
edition also includes winners of our annual writing contest, which has 
separate submission guidelines as noted on our website.

Please see our website for submission guidelines  
at victoriawriters.ca

Island Writer can be purchased at the following BOOKSTORES:
Bolen Books. Hillside Shopping Centre, 1644 Hillside, Victoria. 250-595-3232
Books and Shenanigans. 347 Cook St. Victoria. 250-419-7600
Books on Mayne. 574 Fernhill Road, Mayne Island. 250-539-3112
Ivy’s Books. 2188 Oak Bay Avenue, Victoria. 250-598-2713
Munro’s Books.1108 Government Street, Victoria. 250-382-2464
Russell Books. 747 Fort Street, Victoria. 250-361-4447
Saltspring Books. 104 McPhillips Ave., Salt Spring Island. 250-537-2812
Talisman Books. 4-4605 Bedwell Harbour Rd., Pender Island. 250-629-6944
Tanner’s Books. 2436 Beacon Avenue, Sidney. 250-656-2345


