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‘Anniversaries’ writing competition
Foreword
There is something paradoxical about the concept of a writing competition. It’s not as if we can measure who 
has the strongest verbs or the fastest nouns. No one holds the world record for character development. There is 
no league table for plot twists. Nonetheless, a writing competition has its own kind of logic. As with most things 
in connection to organised contests, the roots run at least as deep as Ancient Greece. Aristophanes’ Frogs, for 
instance, features a bout between the recently deceased Euripides and the less-recently deceased Aeschylus, 
competing for the title of ‘Best Tragic Poet in the Underworld’. It’s an ugly rivalry – but no more so than, say, 
the undignified boxing match between Nobel Laureate Mario Vargas Llosa and Nobel Laureate Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez, who were competing for a separate title. The agon of Greek contests gives us the notion of ‘agony’. 
One of those quotations that litters the internet, complete with inspirational backdrops of filtered skies, speaks 
in particular of literary suffering: ‘There is no greater agony than an untold story inside you.’ The line is usually 
attributed to Maya Angelou in ways that would see students hauled into an academic integrity meeting. It’s 
easy to see why it might be inspiring for Angelou to have said this; from another writer, it could easily read as 
hyperbole. If pushed, I think I’d rather have an untold story inside me than kidney stones. There’s something 
beguiling about the idea, though. This, in many ways, is what a writing competition reaches. Not so much a 
competition between entrants (though this is undoubtedly an element), but the competition we have with 
our untold stories. Just as a race gives us licence to sprint, a writing competition gives us licence to write. 
Sometimes, among all the things that’s going on in our lives, among all the other versions of us that hold sway, 
a competition is exactly what’s needed to be a writer.

That energy, that determination, that wilfulness shines through in the stories that form this year’s competition. 
Given that the theme of this year’s competition is ‘anniversaries’ (this being the tenth year of the Liverpool 
Literary Festival), it’s natural that many of the stories have a backward glance. Often, like Euripides and 
Aeschylus in Hades, this involves wrestling with afterlives. The haunting and meticulous description of Jasmine 
Lawrence’s ‘A Macabre Embrace’ follows Samuel in his bereavement, trying to find a new direction for his 
life among his ghosts. Likewise, Sietse Hagen’s ‘His Return’ features an eerie encounter with loss, while the 
protagonist of Toni Burns’ story is forced to confront the ways in which we remember and the ways in which 
we forget in an unsettling trip to ‘The Anniversary Room’. Emma Crowe’s ‘The Anniversaries We Have Forgotten’ 
responds to memory and forgetting from a much more distant perspective, zooming through 13.8 billion years 
to reflect on the ways the ‘feeling still pulls at us like gravity, bringing us back, again and again, to the moments 
that shaped us.’ In contrast, ‘Today is any other day’ by Georgina Marsay details the often bewildering day-to-
day work of grief in the way it seems to clash with usual business. Similarly, Jake McVey’s ‘After the Anniversary 
Mass’ considers the ways in which the stasis of death reflects on the unevenness of personal and social 
changes. In James Aust’s ‘Fish Supper’, lives are being prised apart more slowly as ‘the drizzle, the great Welsh 
mist, eternal rain of February, anaesthetises.’ The eternal is also a feature of Beata McMahon’s ‘Desmodus 
pestiferus’, where the narrator’s ‘ex’ arrives at a museum ‘pinned to a faded red velvet cushion’. Kathryn Allison’s 
comic touch in ‘Waiter, there’s a Bugger in my Soup’ similarly plays games with a familiar transformation, 
toying with our sense of what is and isn’t real. Stuart Wilks-Heeg’s ‘Quadrennial Connections’ is equally playful, 
utilising a clever form to unpack both how we return to particular days and the unseen ways in which we might 
have an impact upon other people. There are also ways in which anniversaries can propel us forward. With a 
witty conversation in an ASDA toilet, Rosie Harris Jones’ ‘Red Dot’ considers the repeating patterns of our lives 
(biological as well as social) – how we enter into them, how we inhabit them and how we might break out of 
them. In each of their ways, the stories in this anthology are concerned with how we hold onto life as is passes 
through us; by transforming something untold into something told, even if that’s in the sharp-elbowed spirit of 
competition, they grasp onto something that might otherwise have slipped past.

Dr Danny O’Connor,
Colm Toíbín Lecturer in Creative Writing,
Department of English,
University of Liverpool
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I knew it was fragile, but I had to examine it 
more carefully. I gently removed the cloche 
and laid the bat on my palm. It was perfectly 
still, but not the hollow husk I expected. I ran 
my gloved fingers over its furrowed face. I 
could feel something poking out of its chest: an 
intricate silver pin. A sudden psychic connection 
conjured a vision: the face of my first love, 
someone long gone from my life. “Help”, a 
whisper bristled my hair, and I nearly dropped 
her on the tiled floor. 

How could this be? She was not killed and 
stuffed but immobilised and imprisoned. She 
must have angered someone influential back in 
our gallivanting days.

It was uncharacteristic of me to raise hell, but 
with every ticket and email my case rose higher, 
beyond the confines of the Museum and the 
realm of the University, into the territory of the 
Home Office. My simple vampiric reanimation 
request was not so simple after all. Being a 
migratory bat, she needed official documents, 
health and safety checks, a sponsor, and a 
microchip containing her biometric data. I 
wasn’t sure if it was her frustration I could feel, 
or mine reflected off her as I kept her company 
while she was locked in the storeroom.

It took me weeks to prove we belonged 
together, and we would have married if it 
were legal back then. I had to unearth our 
correspondence as we chased each other 
across Europe, from Budapest to London 
and beyond. I showed the case worker our 
keepsakes, including the bat portraits we 
commissioned, which were all the rage back in 
the day among the recently turned.
 
I could finally transport her to a local vampire 
wellbeing clinic – tucked behind a churchyard – 
to begin the reanimation process. One pin out. 
Another needle in. The transfusion commenced. 
I stayed beside the slab she was laid out on, 
waiting for her to regain consciousness.

She was a fluttering mess. In her 
understandable confusion, she knocked over 
medieval-looking medical equipment and got 
herself stuck on the cage covering the gutted 
neon lights. The clinical staff reacted quicker 
than I could and flew up to her to calm her 
down. I hadn’t transformed into a bat for a long 
time. It was like falling asleep and waking up in 
a strange dream. I joined them. Her shrieks filled 
my bones, my sensitive ears trembled almost 
painfully. Her heartbeat slowed in the ring of 
familiarly shaped bodies.

‘Desmodus pestiferus’ 
by Beata McMahon
I bumped into my ex today. 

She was pinned to a faded red velvet cushion. 

If we stayed together, we would have 
celebrated our centenary today. 

Alas, we mated for life and not for death. 

I was working on our new climate change 
and migratory species exhibition, preparing 
specimens for displays, imagining their hidden 
memories dissolved in formaldehyde. While 
most of them came from our own labyrinthine 
storerooms, some of the rarer ones were 
shipped from partner institutions. 

One arrived in nestling boxes covered in 
fine residue of mould and dust. The homey 
fragrance intensified as I carefully opened 
them to slide out the specimen container. The 
exquisite, gilded details of the wooden base and 
the weight of the glass cloche suggested it was 
once part of a distinguished Victorian private 
collection.

Desmodus pestiferus. One of the vampire bat 
species we could transform into. An elusive 
inhabitant of the night sky, travelling between 
Eastern and Western Europe, seeking food, 
mates, and a change of scenery. It was 
discovered around the height of the vampire 
mania at the twilight of the nineteenth century, 
when I was still young and human. We were 
never known to spread disease. The “plague 
bat” moniker was given to us to match our 
Gothic flair as we commonly congregated in 
ruins and cemeteries, feasting on woodland 
and farm animals.

The specimen in front of me was roughly the 
size of an apple, covered in dark fur with a 
ginger tinge. Our usual wingspan measured 
nearly a foot, but this one had them folded 
neatly around its brittle little body. I found it 
strange that the creature was not splayed 
out like other taxidermies to show off its shiny, 
leathery appendages. Another unusual detail 
was the three white tufts on its chest which 
was usually sign of a transformed vampire. The 
unique constellation of speckles seemed so 
oddly familiar… but it was more likely just ageing 
taxidermy.
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I visited her every day. It took her a while to 
turn back into her regular form and when 
she did, she was almost the same. An older 
version of herself, bewildered with the injustice 
she suffered. I had changed a lot more and 
yet she recognised me instantly. She spoke in 
an archaic form of our native language that 
I hadn’t used for a long time, but the cogs of 
communication turned, nevertheless. Our old 
bond resurrected.

She missed horse-drawn carriages, gaslit-
lamps, log fires, the intricate beauty of everyday 
objects, and our artistic, bohemian friends – a 
lot of whom became footnotes in Wikipedia 
entries. She was shocked by the blood bags we 
picked up from the pharmacy. She complained 
about the lack of drama as she was eager to 
hunt. She hated the weird aftertaste too. It was a 
bit tricky to explain the concept of microplastics 
to her.

I took her to mine – her new temporary address 
– and she made herself home in my old-
timey Victorian terraced house. At first, she 
hissed at my very few modern appliances of 
convenience, but she enjoyed learning to use 
my beat-up laptop. The rectangle of knowledge 
allowed her to catch up with a great deal 
of what happened in the past century and 
allowing me to do some writing.

I started penning these annals after we 
exchanged rings in Whitby then died to become 
vampires. No-one officiated our wedding, no 
legal framework to bind us until death do us 
apart, and yet it did. It never occurred to me 
that she could fall victim to someone’s ire or 
relentless pursuit of the occult. I just assumed 
we drifted apart, and she had other plans for 
the afterlife. 

I didn’t feel betrayed. I still celebrated our 
anniversaries to anchor me to my past, my 
mortal self. It solidified into routine, then eroded 
into a tradition I still found vaguely comforting. 
What were the odds of us reconnecting on the 
very same day a hundred years later?

The journals served as distraction from the 
phantom pang in my chest but then they 
became a testament of a new-found freedom 
in a changing world. It was a bat’s eye view of 
the century, intertwined with the chronicle of my 
fledgling immortality, like the moss and lichen 
growing in the chiselled letters of gravestones. 
I ached to share these milestones with her, and 
she read them ravenously. 

The first time I had access to education and 
a place of my own. The first generation of my 
vampire children who were also the first ones 
to be born on this island.  Surprisingly, I still 
find firsts to mark, albeit they are much less 
momentous. The first time I used the internet, 
the first time I published fanfiction, and now my 
first reanimation. Her.

I wasn’t sure if we were in love in the same 
way. There was some more healing to do. For 
now, we just enjoyed spending time together. 
On the weekends we revisited our old haunts, 
immortalised by faded postcards, and we 
spent the nights outdoors, moon-bathing and 
listening to the songs of our nocturnal kin. 

She began to look and sound more like she 
belonged to this century, but a charming, 
nostalgic mystique lingered around her. I loved 
witnessing her finding her style, taste and voice 
in the new world in a matter of weeks, a feat 
that took me decades. She talked about her 
plans to study, work and travel. Will I be part of 
her future?

She often visited the Museum while I was 
finishing off the exhibition. The curators wished 
to feature our testimonies. I was reluctant 
to participate but since I reanimated their 
migratory bat specimen and she was buzzing 
to tell her story, we did and even ended up 
as guest speakers at the launch event. Our 
story was reported on the University’s website, 
then the local news, until it became a global 
love story, flying on the fibreoptic wings of the 
internet.

She wanted to go home. Did she mean the 
place or the time? I wondered if we should 
transform into our wild-shape and fly back to 
the mainland. She shuddered at the thought, 
rubbing her chest uneasily where she was 
pinned to the past for a century. I showed 
her how to book plane tickets. The idea of 
experiencing flight in a completely different way 
delighted her.

My first time going home in a hundred years. 
The beginning of our rekindled friendship. 
Perhaps more. 

We all live in death, after all. ■
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“Proper balls up at the back their like, I can’t believe it,” 
Rhys says, head in hands. 

“See I told ew to go the Chemists, if you’d bloody gone 
when I said they’d never have let one in!”

The sweet, low stakes superstitions of the football family.

“Ah Mam don’t start like,” Rhys stands and gathers 
himself as the whistle blows, finally.

“Can’t be shouting too loud either mind, you’ll wake ew 
grandfather.”

“Think he’d rather sleep than watch us lose to bloody 
Man United to be honest.”

“Aye, well he’s gotta ‘ave summin to eat before his 
tablets.”

Rhys slinks off to the line of coats guarding the front 
door.

Sian looks at her father, his head jerks from side to side 
in unconstructed half-sleep. 

“Dad?” she says, with a soft hand following to his 
shoulder. 

He comes to, a bit. Eyes roam around the room and 
wince at the weak February daylight. He locks onto his 
daughter, breathes sharply, fights himself awake. 

“Dad, you need to have something to eat alright?”

Words are shaped and ready in his mouth, ready to 
answer his darling girl. The breath doesn’t come easily, 
the words muddled. 

He must answer, it must be important. What though? 
What does he need to do, how do the words come?

“Dad?” Sian says once more, same soft hand on her 
father’s shoulder. “I can do you a banana, and a bit of 
yoghurt if you like. I’ll put the kettle on as well, what do 
you think?”

He nods, but not at his daughter. He just nods, trying to 
focus, to find the answer, to keep all her words in order, 
to hold onto them, take them and keep them in one 
long chain. 

“Dad? That sound alright, Rhys will go the Chemists now 
and get ‘ew tablets alright?”

“Y-yes. Good lad,” he manages, taking his daughter’s 
hand.

“Liverpool are losing though, Dad. Tell you what Mam 
wouldn’t be happy with that would she?”

“N-norr, not h-happy,” he replies trying to keep score of 
everything.”

He looks up at Sian, curving his mouth to a smile.
“Mam’s birthday today, Dad” Sian says. 

“Y-yes” he nods, but it’s just nodding. Nodding and 
blinking and sharp breathing. 

‘Fish Supper’ 
by James Aust
“Rhys, I gorra sort ew Bampi’s tablets, can you ew go up 
the Chemists for me please?”

Sian is over middle aged and grey and butters toast in 
the back of the end terrace kitchen. 

“Aye, I’ll go over now in a sec, right.”

Rhys is sitting with his grandfather, who sleeps off and 
on, off and on, and dies in his sleep a little, every time. 
Occasionally he stirs as the sound of the Kop surges 
from the television. Red figures circle white ones; his 
pupils narrow and dart instinctively. 

Then a doze, a fug.

And outside, the drizzle, the great Welsh mist, eternal 
rain of February, anaesthetises. 

“Take ‘ew coat.”

“Aye I will, I will.”

Rhys doesn’t move, yet. Half-time closes in, 	nil-nil.

“Rhys!”

“Aye Mam I will two minutes now, nearly half-time like.”

Sian exhales through one unblocked nostril, pushes 
around crumbs on the kitchen top, circles them to 
her hands and then the bin. She takes a bite of the 
unnourishing toast, an unsatisfying quick lunch. Keeping 
her appetite for their special tea, a fish supper. 

She stares out of the back window at the mountain, 
which looms as it always does. Patchy and pocked with 
old hands, full of metal and sucked dry of its fortune, 
it is a warren of memories and error, sabotage and 
industrial blight. A great green-brown humpback; 
barren and chemically castrated and topped with the 
old, foreboding spoil tips. 

The drizzle pools on the mountain top, it veins down 
the steep face. Sian hears it running past her, through 
the guttering, under the floor. To live here is to live in the 
mist. The kettle boils and warming steam circles up to 
the ceiling, condensing on the double-glazing facing 
the rain drop to drop. 

From the lounge the tin noise of the crowd swells, an 
anxious groan over a corner of cheers.

“Shit!” follows Rhys, a petulant, frustrated bark.

Sian comes in, standing over her son and pointing at 
the television, which revels in the late drama of the half.

“And against the run of play here at Anfield, 
Manchester United have the lead! A quite extraordinary 
mix up at the back there for Liverpool.”

“There we are then, bloody typical,” says Sian, 
unimpressed. 
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Sian squeezes his hand, rolling a thumb gently over his 
paper skin, remembering her mother with him; him with 
her. 

“We’ll have a fish supper tonight, yeah?” she says.

“Mmm, yes, g-good,” slowing the nods until he drops off 
again. 

The afternoon drifts on. 

The valley sits quietly, under unrelenting rain. Rhys, with 
his coat to his eyeballs, drifts through the empty Sunday 
streets. He catches his reflection in the windows of the 
terraces, the front-rooms with their own televisions 
buzzing out distraction from the grey of the day. He 
continues down to the Chemist, passing house after 
house after house. Suddenly the street is bisected by 
a road and over everything looms the mountain, furry 
with rain and bracken. 

Then another house, house, house; pebbledash, brick, 
pebbledash. He collects the medicine from the Chemist 
and heads back up the top. House, house, house; 
pebbledash, brick, pebbledash. 

Sunday, and nothing going on here. Nothing but the 
bookies and the care homes, the chippies and the 
corner shops, rolling on, picking up crumbs of business. 
Rhys thinks about a year from now, and a year from 
then, and on. Who’ll win the league, where will he be, will 
Bampi still be here, how will Mam cope? What is there 
for a place like this, where the rain dribbles down the 
hillsides, skirting the potholes, wearing everything away?

The house is warm and dry at least, as he swings the 
PVC shut behind him. The second half begins. His 
grandfather stirs as Rhys sits.

“Hopefully better this half Bampi, what d’you reckon?”

His grandfather nods and smiles and drifts.

“You ‘aving haddock tonight Bamps? Tradition innit, 
today like.”

Nods and smiles and drifts.

Sian comes in with cups of tea, for the boys.

“Sorry Rhys love but ‘ew best go now and get our 
supper. I don’t think we’ll get him to have anything 
otherwise, right? Have ‘ew tea first and if you are quick, 
you can catch the end of the game.”

Rhys nods, takes her hand on his shoulder.

“I’m not missing much to be honest with ‘ew Mam, 
we’ve been rubbish. Nana would be tamping with ‘em 
how they’ve played today. I’ll have this and I’ll go.”

“Good boy, thank ‘ew Rhys.”

He makes his way down to the valley floor once more, 
places the order and braces himself for the steep walk 
home. The food is warm, and he holds it to his heart, dry 
under his coat. The grease burns against the polyester 
of his t-shirt, but better that than damp chips, or 
drowned fish. 

As he walks, he hears the thrum of distant cars on the 
Heads of the Valley Road, imagining families going west 
down, to the sea, where all this rain will eventually go. 
And he imagines others going east, home from a failed 
camping trip, or after seeing dying family from an old 
life.

And somewhere, much further away, his football team 
has scored a last gasp equaliser.

“Get in!” he explodes as he bursts into the house, dinner 
cocooned in his coat.

He marvels at the pandemonium of the crowd.

It defies description here at Anfield, Liverpool have 
snatched redemption from the jaws of desperation!

“Fucking hell Mam, if we got nothing, we’ve got hope, 
aye!”

“Rhys, swearing in front of Bampi!”

Rhys remembers himself, unzips his coat and hands 
over the greasy bounty. 

“Sorry, Bamps.”

His grandfather nods and smiles and speaks.

“G-great goal.”

“Aye, Bamps, absolutely, we can enjoy our dinner now!”

“Y-yes, l-lovely.”

They sit together, Sian on the small sofa with Rhys, her 
father in his chair.

“Bamps enjoyed the goal, didn’t ‘ew Bampi!?”

“Y-yes, very good.”

“Mam would have been singing after that one wouldn’t 
she, Dad?” says Sian.

“Aye, sh-she would.”

And in the little end terrace, there is peace, as the three 
of them pick away at their supper.

The old man, with his steadier hand, picks at the flecks 
of golden batter, which he enjoys. He pauses a moment 
and looks at his family.

“Y-ya mother’s birthday today, Sian.”

Sian and Rhys look up at him, eyes widened.

“Aye, Dad that’s it, that’s why we’re having our fish 
supper for her, yeah?”

He nods, and he smiles, warmly, at them both.

“She a-always wa-wanted fish on her birthday.”

“Always, Dad, and you’d go fetch it from down the 
road, every year.”

“I know that” he says, “I remember.” ■
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‘Quadrennial Connections’ 
by Stuart Wilks-Heeg
This day in history. February 29th. Ever since Karl 
had got this job, compiling a daily listicle of ‘Top 
10 Events On This Day’ for a news aggregator 
website, he’d been dreading it.

It was meant to be Karl’s first break in 
journalism, but he found each day utterly 
tedious. Major events and the births and deaths 
of famous people. Karl wasn’t interested in 
medieval history or mid-twentieth century 
celebrities and he didn’t see why anyone else 
would be either. He usually dredged up a few 
gems. But February 29th? He’d only have one 
quarter of the usual material to work with. He’d 
be scraping the barrel, informing the world 
about Pope Paul III (1468-1549) who, just like Karl, 
had the dubious pleasure of being born on a 
leap day.

Karl’s task was to look for the weird, the 
surprising, the quirky – the things that could 
make Top 10 This Day in History go viral. He 
never succeeded. Every This Day in History 
was Groundhog Day. Karl put together a list 
of credible anniversaries and then mixed in 
a couple of oddities, placing one of these in 
the Top 3. This accomplished, he’d publish the 
piece and hope to get someone moderately 
influential online to take the bait and kick up a 
fuss. 

“WTAF? Leo Sayer’s third album as the second 
most important thing to ever happen on 
September 5th? What are these people 
smoking?” 

And then, magically, it should all happen. 
Thousands of people would jump on the post 
and start debating whether the death of Mother 
Theresa (1997), Canterbury Cathedral burning 
down (1174) or 11 Israeli athletes being taken 
hostage at the Munich Olympics (1972) weren’t 
actually a bit more important than Leo Sayer’s 
‘Another Year’ being released as a long-player. 
Simple. Except that this surefire recipe for 
success failed every single time.

So, February 29th was bound to be a failure. 
With little of any real significance to include, 
most of the Top 10 wrote itself. Pierre Trudeau 
stood down as Prime Minister of Canada in 
1984. Benjamin Disraeli formed his first British 
government in 1868. The Salem Witch Trials 
began in 1692. Surely someone would kick-off 
online when he ranked that at number 8, or 
maybe he’d even push that back to 10? Finding 

the wild card was a little harder although, in 
truth, once he stumbled across it, he knew he’d 
put it straight at number 1, simply because it 
was so surreal.

“#1. 2000: Bernd das Brot makes his debut on 
German TV. Bernd das Brot (literally ‘Bernd 
the Bread’) is TOTALLY legendary in his native 
Germany. First airing on German public 
television on leap day 24 years ago, Bernd is 
a depressed piece of bread, with tiny arms 
and legs, who collects videos of boring railway 
tracks. Bernd’s life is hell, as he liked to remind 
viewers, with his depression stemming from 
his unrequited love for a beautiful baguette. He 
continues to delight millions of viewers of the 
children’s channel, KiKA, overnight while the 
broadcast is otherwise off-air.”

Karl could scarcely believe he’d just typed 
that and every word of it was actually true. 
Well, maybe there was a bit of exaggeration of 
Bernd’s fame, but that was just artistic license. 
For a moment he fantasised about how it would 
be Bernd das Brot that would finally get his work 
to go viral, earning him a promotion to features 
sub-editor. He pictured himself, decades 
later, as a senior journalist, regaling his young 
charges to trust their instincts and take risks, 
just as he had done, on that day in history, 29th 
February 2024. 

The pips on Radio 4 shook him out of his dream 
world. 9am. Time to press “publish”. He hit the 
big green button on the webpage and copied 
the URL to post online with some suitably 
attention-grabbing epithet. 

“Happy Bernd das Brot Day, to all who celebrate! 
On this day in history, 29th February, nothing 
beats this depressed piece of German bread.” 

Karl posts.

Karl waits.

Nothing.

No likes. No re-posts. No replies. No views.

Nothing.

And with that, Karl returned to his web browser, 
opened a well-known search engine and typed 
‘birthdays, deaths, historical events 1 March’. 
Bernd das Brot left his mind just as quickly as he 
had entered it.

***
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Laura Müller had just closed her eyes on the 
S-Bahn from Karlshorst to Berlin Hauptbahnhof. 
She had a gruelling day ahead of her and 
already felt exhausted, despite only being on 
her morning commute to the office. An alert 
on her phone compelled her to open her eyes 
again. Perhaps it was a birthday greeting? 24 
today and she wished she could retire already. 
A little dopamine hit would be most welcome 
right now.

It was a WhatsApp message, from a surprising 
contact. She hadn’t heard from her ex-, Daisy, 
for well over a year. They’d been together for 
a few months when Laura was an exchange 
student in Birmingham in 2022. She didn’t even 
realise Daisy was still in her contacts list. Why 
was she getting in touch, and on her birthday of 
all days?

Laura opened the message. It was a gif of Bernd 
das Brot, with a single sentence appended: “you 
were right – two wonderful things came into the 
world on 29th February 2000”. 

Momentarily baffled that Daisy had recalled 
the YouTube clip of Bernd das Brot they had 
watched in bed one morning, Laura was 
transported back to Daisy’s bedroom in a 
shared student house in Edgbaston. She was 
just recoiling at the memory of black mould 
growing in the corner of the room when another 
message from Daisy arrived. 

“For some reason, this website thinks Bernd is 
the most important thing to happen, ever, on 29 
February. LOL.”

Laura smiled and clicked on the link Daisy 
had shared. It was evidently yet another piece 
of internet fluff, but how could she resist a 
29th February Top 10, on her birthday of all 
days? By the time the train arrived at Berlin 
Hauptbahnhof, her dread of the day ahead had 
been replaced by curiosity about how and why 
Sweden added a 30th day to February in 1712.

***

In Oakland, California, Jerome Freeman was 
seeing in his birthday, the other side of midnight, 
as he did every 4 years. “Born on the 29th Feb!” 
he bellowed, raising a glass to toast himself in 
the mirror. He’d celebrate properly with friends 
and family later in the day. This moment was 
just for him. 

Sitting down to enjoy his cold beer, Jerome 
reached for his phone and checked for any 

messages. It was a routine impulse, rather than 
an expectation. To his surprise, he had received 
a text from a former military comrade, who 
had stayed in Europe after US soldiers returned 
home with the thawing of the cold war in the 
1990s. 

“Yo Jerome! Remember that mad bread thing 
we saw on kids TV on your 20th birthday? Some 
dude thinks he’s the biggest thing that ever 
happened on 29th Feb! Bigger than Popes being 
born or the Salem Witch Trials starting!”

The text didn’t need to tell Jerome to laugh out 
loud. He did anyway. Uncontrollably. He’d loved 
his time in Germany as a young soldier, but in 
February 2000 it was all coming to an end and 
his base near Frankfurt was being closed down. 
Celebrating his 20th birthday on the 29th of that 
month, his friend had decided to flick through 
the TV channels and came across a bizarre new 
character on children’s TV, called Bernd das 
Brot.  

It was 24 years ago now, and it was just a stupid 
thing. Except it wasn’t. It was memorable. He 
was with good friends. It was the end of an era 
for him, at an impressionable age. It was his 
birthday and it was only his birthday, properly, 
every 4 years. Bernd das Brot was this weird 
cartoon of a depressed loaf of bread. But the 
memory of Bernd das Brot made Jerome 
happier than he’d been for some time. 

Back in Brighton, Karl took a break from 
researching the history of March 1st. Against his 
better judgement, he checked how his Bernd 
das Brot posts were faring on social media. A 
few hundred views, a couple of likes, a handful 
of irrelevant responses from bot accounts. He 
sighed, as he did most days. 

The work paid the rent, but it wasn’t what he 
came into journalism to do. There wasn’t an 
audience for this stuff, and why should there be? 
Why would anyone out there care that Bernd 
das Brot first aired on 29th February 2000? Why 
would that matter to anyone at all? 

Best not to think about it. Back to the web 
trawling. 

1 March 1980, Everton legend Dixie Dean died 
after suffering a heart attack while watching 
Everton play Liverpool at Goodison Park. 

Now, surely, he could get some Reds to kick 
off on X if he put that in the top 3 tomorrow 
morning. ■
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‘The Anniversaries We 
Have Forgotten’ 
by Emma Crowe
You used to say that there is a first time for 
everything. 

The first supernova. The first drop of rain onto 
the parched face of a cooling planet. The first 
heartbeat in a creature barely sentient. None 
of these were celebrated. No champagne, 
no candles, no date carved in stone. No one 
remembered, because no one had yet arrived 
who could. And yet, they happened.  Quietly, 
irreversibly shaping the story of everything that 
came after.

When you lose someone, you mark the 
anniversaries for a while. A birthday. The first 
year, the second, the third. In time, dates blur, 
and the anniversaries pass quietly by. Silent and 
unstoppable, time flows like tears.

Eventually, no one remembers what happened 
on that day, only that something did.

13.8 billion years ago, the first anniversary we 
never kept. The Big Bang. No countdown, no 
warning bell. Just heat and matter and the 
trembling birth of time. 

The first hydrogen atom forms, then helium. 
Matter joins matter. Gravity, patient and blind, 
reaches out. The stars ignite. The universe, like 
grief, is a slow unfolding.

Somewhere in the dark, 4.6 billion years ago, a 
nebula collapses under its own weight. A star 
burns. Around it, dust begins to dance, swirling 
into planets, rocks, moons. Eventually, one of 
them will be the Earth.

I think about this sometimes, how many firsts 
go unrecorded. The first twinkle of some distant 
star. The first, almost imperceptible yawning 
of the Earth’s crust, prised apart by red-hot 
mantle. The first oxygen molecule set free by the 
Earth’s green grace. The Earth breathes for the 
first time. There were no eyes to see, no lungs to 
taste it. No minds to marvel. Yet it happened.

The Great Oxygenation Event circa 2.4 billion 
years ago was a mass extinction in its own right. 
Oxygen, a toxic change, spread like slow death 
and the shape of the world changed. We call it 
progress. There are anniversaries like that too, 
the kind that feel like growth but carry loss deep 
in their roots.

You died in June. I still count the years, though 
I’ve stopped telling people.

There are so many things I wish I knew to mark: 
the last laugh, the last text, the last shared 
silence. I think about the uncelebrated days that 
followed. 

The first morning you weren’t there, the first cup 
of tea I drank alone. The first winter without your 
footprints in the snow beside mine. There is grief 
even in these small “firsts”, but no calendar tells 
me when to expect them.

541 million years ago: The Cambrian Explosion. 
Life explodes into colour and shape with 
shells and limbs and eyes. A sudden burst of 
complexity, of predator and prey. Nobody knows 
why it happened then, or what finally tipped the 
balance.

Sometimes, that’s how it feels to live again, an 
eruption of colour in a greyscale world. Unasked 
for, unexpected. A contradiction of our grief. And 
yet, it comes.

The dinosaurs ruled for 165 million years. Then, 
66 million years ago, an asteroid turns stone 
to liquid and the world burns. A shroud of ash 
chokes the sky. The Earth shudders at yet 
another mass extinction, and then, quiet. This 
was someone’s last day. Just not someone we 
could name.

We’ve only kept time for a few thousand years. 
Even then, we argued about the name of 
days. The Earth doesn’t care; it turns anyway. 
Civilisations rise and fall, clocks chime and still, 
most anniversaries go unnoticed. There are 
the Great Ones: the Moon Landing, Armistice 
Day. But how many quieter markers lie hidden? 
The first intake of breath. The day someone 
realised they were in love. The morning I forgot 
your voice. No statues, no fanfare, yet still, these 
things shape us.



Now the Earth is warming slowly, heat borne 
on the air and through the deep. The Sun 
brightens by fractions. In a billion years, oceans 
will begin to boil. In two billion, who knows what 
will survive? It sounds too far to matter – but it 
is real. Grief works like that too – distant until it is 
not.

Sometimes I wonder what the last anniversary 
on Earth will be. Will someone celebrate it? Will 
there be some final elegy? Or will the end come 
like so many firsts – quietly, without audience?

5 billion years from now the Sun swells and 
reddens. Mercury and Venus are swallowed 
whole. Earth may survive, briefly. Burned, 
stripped, drifting. Or maybe not. 

Perhaps some part of it continues.

In 7.6 billion years the Sun will become a white 
dwarf. A dim celestial ghost. If Earth survives, 
it will orbit still - scorched, silent, but enduring. 
That’s how it feels, some days, to go on living. 
After the fire. After the collapse. After the person 
who gave your world its warmth is gone, to turn 
around a fading light. To carry anniversaries 
nobody else remembers. To survive in a form 
you barely recognise. 

There is beauty in it, too. A white dwarf is not 
dead, just different. Its atoms still dance. It still 
holds gravity, still shapes orbits. We, too, carry 
shape. Memory.

When I think of you, I try not to count the 
days since. Instead, I count what was. Not the 
technicolour greetings-card anniversaries, but 
the ones we celebrated simply by being here. 
The first laugh. The first argument. The first look 
that said, “I understand.”

The universe doesn’t mark anniversaries. But it 
remembers them in the stretch of light across 
galaxies, in the layers of rock beneath our feet, in 
the DNA of everything alive.

We are the ones who forget. We forget the 
dates, the sequence, the order of things. But 
the feeling still pulls at us like gravity, bringing 
us back, again and again, to the moments that 
shaped us. We carry them as the Sun carries the 
Earth – in patient, everlasting orbit. ■
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had sleepless nights in the days preceding it. It 
wasn’t sadness – there was no time for that – it 
was the supermarket order. Nobody RSVPs for a 
funeral. Makes it impossible to accurately plan 
the catering. 

Day 85
You get a good mark in your coursework. A 
pleasant surprise given everything else that’s 
been going on. Nobody else is as excited as she 
would have been. You’ve started planning out 
your dissertation and you want to talk it through 
with her. It would be the first thing you’ve written 
in a while that you’d actually let her read (the 
last thing was a poem she described as ‘drivel’ 
– her response to all poetry). Instead you keep 
the ideas to yourself, secreted in a notebook 
without her validation. 

What happens when it’s been one year (365 
days), do you think? For anniversaries of 
weddings, it’s clear what’s to be done but for 
deaths… it’s less obvious. Visiting graves seems 
to be the norm but that’s harder when your 
mum currently sits on a shelf in your parents’ 
– Dad’s – living room. A visit seems much less 
meaningful when it’s to the room with the TV.

Day 137
There’s one night where you can’t bring yourself 
to look at your bedroom wall. Each glance 
incites more sobs that wrench themselves from 
your body. The wall with the photos, postcards, 
leaflets seemed such a good idea when you 
moved in, the perfect way to bring character 
to the magnolia plain, but now every scrap 
reminds you of her. Not just the photos, you’ve 
trained yourself to look away from her gaze 
in case you see disappointment in her eyes 
or worse, pride. But now the leaflet you picked 
up on your last day out together and absently 
blu-tacked to the wall taunts your naivety in 
thinking that date was unremarkable, a day 
to be repeated time and time again. Not to be 
memorialised as the last time she left the house 
without pain, the last time she left just for the 
sake of adventure. 

Day 153
It’s a round number of months. You go and 
watch her favourite play. A coincidence, not a 
deliberate choice. You bicker with the family you 
have left and eat chocolate in the interval, the 
chocolate she always chose. You want to talk to 
her about the play, complain about your sister 
(not that she ever took either of your sides) but 
instead you just go home and eat chips.

‘Today is any other day’ 
by Georgina Marsay
The day hasn’t even come and yet you’re 
afraid. The months have been and gone but the 
year starts to threaten you with its arrival. Not 
a cloud, or a sword of Damocles or anything 
entirely quantifiable, just a looming presence 
that threatens to eclipse everything whilst being 
squashed somewhere tiny and far away.

Day 1
The date your mum died is a number, a series 
of digits stamped on forms commemorating 
the day she ceased to be. It all seems very 
dramatic. It was an ordinary day, the weather 
nice so she wasn’t transported into the 
private ambulance in the rain (your dad was 
delighted at the way the undertakers bowed 
before closing the door on the body bag that 
contained what used to be her). Afterwards – 
at a loss of what to do now that there was no 
caring to be done and conscious of the four 
coffees that you’d already drunk, you suggested 
a walk. A trip out for decaf coffee and lunch in a 
nice cafe. There was the usual argument over 
who would be paying but nobody knew what 
else to say. You were conscious of not seeming 
too happy – your mum had just died after all – 
or too sad. Nobody else had cried and you didn’t 
want to be the first. It seemed that universal 
stoicism was expected. And to be continued.

Day 3
Now the dust has settled, all the phone calls 
have been made (although you still wonder if 
you should have told the neighbours directly 
instead of hoping they’d just work it out) and 
you wonder whether anyone else remembers 
the number the way that you do. Whether 
they’re already anticipating (dreading) the 
return of that particular date.

You always thought she’d outlive you just to 
annoy you. This feels like she’s taken the wind-
up too far. 

Day 27
Nobody thinks of the funeral as an anniversary. 
It’s day zero. A date that isn’t seared into your 
memory like the other. A day the grief can 
officially begin. It’s a day that passes you 
by in a whirlwind of small talk, blisters (it’s a 
while since you’ve worn anything other than 
trainers) and sandwiches that you’ll be eating 
for days after. The industrial size tin of coffee 
is still in your cupboard. You’ll never make a 
dent in that thing. Besides, it tastes rank. You 



14

Nobody else mentions it. You remark, at 
approximately monthly intervals, how long 
it’s been but the reactions are mixed at best. 
‘Has it really been that long?’ seems to be the 
standard followed by an immediate change of 
subject.

343 Days
A birthday is an anniversary but an anniversary 
of being alive, which she is not. You get a cake 
anyway, any excuse. You think she’d approve 
(she got a cake for Great Granny’s hundredth 
even though she’d been dead for fifteen years). 
Carrot cake. Her favourite, insisted upon year 
after year with precise instructions as to the 
frosting to cake ratio. Nobody else remembers 
the date but why should they? There’s nothing 
left to celebrate. The cake is just for you. You 
can’t send a card to an urn.

She died not long after she was born. The 
digits are close to each other at least, just with 
around sixty years between them. The cake 
signals the anticipation. The anticipation that 
has been building for a year for a day that 
once meant nothing and now should mean 
everything.

365 Days
In the end, nothing happened. It was a normal 
day, nothing atypical at all. You got up and 
went to work. A message from your sister. A 
reel. Ducks splashing in a pond, disappearing 
into snow drifts. She doesn’t mention the date. 
Neither do you.

Your dad doesn’t say anything at all. He rarely 
does unless it’s train times or money owed. 
You want to phone them up, get the train, be 
with them in the place where she was but you 
don’t want to seem dramatic. Or be accused of 
attention-seeking. You want to cry. You want to 
laugh. More than anything, you want her. You 
want to feel her arms around you. This time you 
won’t try to wriggle free. Her voice in your ear; 
you wouldn’t dream of answering back. Being 
with them would bring her back, or at least her 
shadow. Flickers of life in the stories you share 
but not today. Today is any other day. 

It isn’t the year that hurts, at least not in the way 
you expected. It’s the way that her voice isn’t as 
clear in your ear as it once was, or the way that 
you can only remember the good things. None 
of the arguments or sulks matter any more, no 
matter how hard you try to recall them in the 
hope of making the longing less. And nobody 
else seems to realise the weight of this date, or 
the weight of any of it. ■
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‘Red Dot’ 
by Rosie Harris Jones 
Lucy was inspecting her favourite lilac 
underwear. She’d been in the middle of a 
conversation about the Salem witch trails when 
she’d suddenly felt strange and rushed to the 
ASDA toilets leaving her Nanna Carol talking to 
herself about John Proctor in the frozen veg aisle. 
She now sat on the loo attempting to clean the 
mess with thin tissue paper, when suddenly she 
heard the bathroom door open.

‘Here you go lovely’ Carol chimed as she passed 
Lucy one of the chunky pads under the stall door. 
She sniffed, took the pad from Carol and then 
began to unwrap it cautiously. The crinkling of 
the paper echoing louder the more she tried to 
open it covertly.

‘How did you know?’ Lucy sniffed, folding the 
wings down.

‘I just knew’ Carol hummed.

‘How long does this go on for,’ Lucy asked Carol 
who was now neatening up her grey flyaways in 
the mirror. 

‘About a week’

Lucy perked up a little ‘oh! so not that long’

‘Every month’

Lucy went quiet.

‘Until you’re around about… 50?’ 

Lucy burst into tears ‘oh god! This is going to 
happen EVERY MONTH! until I’m an old woman?!’

Carol snorted, ‘old woman? I’m 58! Old woman 
indeed!’

Lucy opened the stall door. ‘Well then, you’re 
lucky. You don’t have to do this ever again’ she 
wandered over to the sink to wash her hands, her 
fingernails now lined with drying blood. 

Carol smiled to herself but didn’t have the heart 
to tell her disappointed granddaughter about 
the menopause.

‘Why in ASDA?’ Lucy winced from embarrassment 
as she scrubbed her hands harder with 
Pomegranate scented handwash.

‘Why not?’ Carol giggled, ‘it’s probably the most 
convenient place for it to happen.’

Lucy contemplated this for a moment. ‘Where did 
your first one happen?’

Carol thought back to that day, ‘At school while 
playing hockey’ 

Lucy’s eyes widened at the prospect of not 
having her nanna with her, surrounded by 
juvenile eyes that turned something as natural 
as dying into a big joke.

‘My little legs were so frozen by the icy air; I didn’t 
feel the red lines running down into to my pumps. 
It was only until the other girls started laughing 
that I realised my whole skort was ruined!

Lucy frowned. ‘They laughed at you? Bitches.’

Carol laughed, ‘Have you ever watched Carrie?’

Lucy shook her head not catching the reference, 
but guessed it wasn’t very positive. 

‘Kids are shitheads, pardon my French. And 
some of them never grow out of being shitheads. 
Tanya was nice though, she lent me one of her 
pads and I was so clueless as to what I should do 
with it, I stuck it glue side up! You can probably 
imagine the mess I was in’

Lucy had wrapped her navy cardigan around 
herself tightly trying to concentrate on her 
grandmother’s story. ‘I would have helped you 
like Tanya, if I was in school with you’ 

Carol didn’t doubt this affirmation for a second.

The cramps had begun to roll on in like a 
tempest while they were talking. That oddly 
comforting pain that radiates up into the crook 
of your pelvis, hot and bubbling like a boiling pan 
of caster sugar, on the brink of burning. Carol 
remembered it instantly as she watched Lucy’s 
face drain and pale. An eerie look of betrayal 
crept over Lucy’s dark brow, like someone 
suddenly discovering they had been the brunt of 
the joke all along. 

‘Ibuprofen I think.’ Carol opened her purse quickly 
to dig through the mini pharmacy she always 
carried in case of allergies, in case of headaches, 
in case of cramps. A Fry’s mint chocolate bar in 
the form of an antidote was promptly placed into 
Lucy’s Pomegranate scented hands along with 
two painkillers, as Carol filled a water bottle from 
the limescale damaged tap. 

‘How will I know when it’s coming next month?’ 
Lucy asked after she’d swallowed the bitter pills. 

‘Today is the 22nd of October, so it will probably 
happen again around about the 22nd of 
November, mark it on the calendar, like you 
would a birthday!’ Carol smiled as if to lighten 
the mood with the association between monthly 
bleeds and rainbow confetti cake.
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Lucy’s whole demeanour had changed, as if she 
had suddenly aged ten years in ten minutes. Her 
affirming nods already full of responsibility and 
seriousness. Carol likened her to a stately queen 
listening to her advisor discussing the royal 
duties.  

Carol added, ‘it’s not always that accurate 
though. I used to put a red dot on the date I 
thought it was going to happen and then waste 
loads of pads waiting for it to make its grand 
entrance! It would always turn up at the most 
inconvenient moments too!’

‘Like when?’ Lucy questioned wincing at a sudden 
jab in her lower spine. 

‘Well, it happened the week of my honeymoon. 
The dates just fell wrong, and I felt so sick I just 
slept for the entire week. Your grandad saw 
Rome; I just saw the hotel room’ Carol scoffed.

‘How come we have to do this every month and 
boys get to see Rome!’ Lucy protested ‘it’s not 
fair!’

Carol laughed and shook her head, ‘no, it’s not 
fair.’

Lucy mushed her face into Carol’s shoulder and 
muffled ‘I hate being a girl’ 

Carol could only respond by kissing away this 
epiphany from Lucy’s forehead. They waited 
patiently for the painkillers to dampen the new 
sensations Lucy was now becoming acquainted 
with. Carol had resorted to playing with Lucy’s 
hair, partly to take her mind of the discomfort 
she was in and partly to pass the time while they 
waited. 

As she weaved Lucy’s blonde hair in and out 
to form a long French braid, Carol became 
increasingly aware of her own hands. She had 
painted her nails a deep aubergine colour that 
very morning to match her aubergine scarf, her 
silver rings flashed with the rhythmic dance of 
braiding Lucy’s hair. As she watched her own 
fingers moving, she became suddenly transfixed 
by a faint age spot near her left thumb. She 
hadn’t noticed it when she’d painted her nails, 
only until now was it glaringly obvious under 
the harsh florescent lighting of a supermarket 
bathroom. 

Carol was nearly sixty and throughout her life 
she’d rarely cared about the way she looked to 
others. She’d revelled in the fact that her hair 
had turned from dark brown to salt and pepper 
grey in her mid-thirties. She wore a hot pink 
string bikini with pride after having her first baby 
in her twenties and always accepted her puppy 
fat thighs in her teens. So, this sorrowful feeling 
was really alien to her. It was not about looks but 

something else, something much deeper. when 
she looked at that age spot, it was like a looming 
reminder peeking at her from under her olive 
skin, that it was all over. And in the rush of it all 
she hadn’t noticed the years pulling her further 
away from the little girl she once was, in her 
blood-stained hockey socks.  

In an instant she felt so overwhelmingly…useless. 

So useless, that she began to uncontrollably sob 
silently behind her unknowing granddaughter. 

‘I won’t be able to go swimming on Wednesday’ 
Lucy said indifferently as she turned and noticed 
her grandmothers smudged mascara, ‘what’s 
wrong Nanna?’  

Carol paused, contemplating telling Lucy, ‘You 
know how you feel now. That horrible pain. It’s 
going to sound crazy, but when it doesn’t happen 
anymore you will miss it.’ 

‘What? Why would I miss it?’ Lucy scoffed.

‘It sounds silly to you now. But when it leaves you, 
you do wonder what is my purpose without it’ 
Carol sighed. 

Lucy frowned in thought ‘surely that isn’t 
everything your useful for though?’ she bit into 
her Fry’s mint chocolate. ‘You helped me today, 
didn’t you? So, you still have a purpose! To help 
others who need you most, and you don’t just 
stop being a person because you don’t have a 
period anymore. That’s stupid. Think about all 
the things it stopped you from doing Nanna. You 
didn’t see Rome, you can do that now, you can 
play hockey without bleeding, any sport for that 
matter. Skydiving!’

‘You can go skydiving, Lucy. Even with the tummy 
ache’ Carol corrected her.

‘What if I never have children? Can I still skydive 
then?’ Lucy grinned 

Carol pulled Lucy’s braid like a bell rope, and 
she emitted a ringing giggle. ‘Who made you so 
clever? Besides, you keep saying that you can’t 
go swimming now. Tampons were originally 
for bleeding soldiers on battlefields; they can 
certainly allow you to do butterfly and front crawl’ 

Lucy pulled her hair away and for a short 
moment forgot her painful cramps. ‘Let’s both 
go!’ she excitedly blurted. 

‘I can’t go swimming’ Carol laughed.

‘Oh, please come with me on Wednesday!’

Carol hesitated momentarily, but then excited 
rummaged in her bag for her pocket calendar 
marking the date with a red dot. ■
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‘His Return’ 
by Sietse Hagen 
We stumble toward the bedroom, kicking 
through a field of empty bottles, and open the 
door, ready to reach for the jar of sleeping pills 
there to evade the nightmares of that night. A 
sound freezes us: three loud, hollow knocks that 
seem to come from the highest point on the 
door. 

Confusion hits us. All we want is to fall into 
unconsciousness, a dark bliss of nothing. Still, 
some compulsion pulls us to the door. We press 
our faces to the grimy window but see only an 
empty porch. We open it nonetheless. 

A boy.

No.

Him.

We fall to our knees, wails tearing from our 
throats. We reach out to our son and drag 
him into our embrace. His body is limp, cold 
and slightly taller than we remember. Nothing 
matters, though. He’s back. 

The drunkenness evaporates as we invite our 
son back into his home. He says that he’s hungry, 
so we make him a bowl of cereal and start 
preparing some dinner. We haven’t had dinner 
either, so we’re all starving to share a meal. 

He swallows everything he sees almost without 
chewing and downs litres of water. The rest of 
the day, we obey his every whim. We go to an 
amusement park, watch a movie, eat hot dogs 
and burgers. It’s already dark when we drive 
back home, him sleeping in the back seat. We’re 
happier than we’ve ever been and for the first 
time in a year, we’re not hollow. 

The smile on his face, his uncoordinated dancing 
and his squeals of laughter – it’s the best 
medicine. The only. We dance with him; we laugh 
with him. It is the first time in a year that we have 
seen each other smile. We are reminded what 
beauty looks like.

We arrive back home and carry our son to his 
bed, everything in its place, a museum piece 
preserved from exactly 365 days ago, almost to 
the dot. That day had been similar but ended 
completely different to this one. This time, we get 
to tuck our son into his bed. But the next morning 
ripped us back into that same agony. 

A year ensues, one that starts out with us looking 
out the window every night at midnight until 
we lose all hope and give up, going back to our 
usual routine of drinking and crying. However, 

when the day before the anniversary arrives, 
we can’t help but do it again. As we hear the 
clocks chime, we look out the window, but there’s 
nothing there. Until the familiar three knocks 
pierce our silence.

We run to the door and fling it open where a 
scene unfolds that is almost identical to the year 
before. This time, again, our boy seems to have 
grown. I touch his hair and realise that it’s thicker 
and longer than it ever was. The first thing we 
do is give him a good trim and a shower before, 
once again, giving him the best day of his life. 

However, when midnight arrives, we don’t tuck 
him into bed, but instead we hold on to him. We 
wait for the sound of the church bells and the 
cuckoo clock while holding him tighter than ever 
before. But when we finally hear the chimes, we 
collapse into each other, our arms clutching 
nothing but empty air. 

A year of planning ensues. Next year, when 
he returns, we will have prepared. We drain 
our savings, everything we have left, on flags, 
balloons, a bounce house, a magician and the 
best tickets for the theme park he had always 
wanted to visit. Everything to recreate the magic 
of his return.

And he does return, every year. Every time, 
he’s slightly taller. Every year, we prepare what 
he once liked best, but every year he wants 
something new. Each time, he becomes more 
impatient and angrier.

Then, one year, he returns, smelling strongly 
of sweat and damp clay, taller than us with a 
thick pelt of hair covering his arms and nape. 
We shave and bathe him, but he doesn’t say 
anything. We ask him what he wants to do, 
hinting at the huge party we’ve prepared, with 
a barbecue and all his old favourites. His mouth 
remains shut; not a sound escapes. 

We give him a bowl of cereal, which he ignores, 
leaving it on the table. This silent rejection is a 
foreign, chilling thing. Retreating to the bedroom 
to surprise him with his present, we hear him 
moving around. We go back in, but he’s still 
sitting at the table, looking blankly at the wall. 
We go back to the bedroom, and yet again hear 
scraping and shuffling coming from the living 
room. When we return, he’s still where he was. 
The loud, heavy steps only echo through the 
house when our backs are turned to our son. 
We find large mud-caked boot prints tracked 
through the house. We stay next to him all day, 
excitedly recounting stories of him as a baby. Our 
smiles never leave our faces, stretching wider 
and wider, as if trying to keep pace with his own 
impossible growth.
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The same thing happens the next year, and the 
year after, and the year after. After more than a 
decade, however, he comes in smiling. He gives 
us a hug and asks us what our plans are for the 
day. Awestruck, we recount them eagerly. With 
the same big smile he has had ever since he 
came in, he tells us no. He wants to do what he 
wants; things we don’t want to imagine our little 
boy doing. We refuse.

In response, he smashes a fist loudly on the 
table, splintering the wood, and storms out of the 
house.

Every year since, we hear the knock, but he 
never comes in. It is years later that he does 
enter the house, but not as he has done before. 
At midnight on the day, while we’re lying in bed, 
he’s suddenly there, lying between us, his thumb 
in his mouth. We jump out of bed and ask him 
what he’s doing here, but he doesn’t respond, he 
only stares, his eyes wide and unblinking. When 
we go to the living room, he’s there, on the sofa, 
watching us. When we leave the house and get 
in the car, he’s in the backseat. The rest of the 
day, he’s everywhere we go, curled up with a 
thumb in his mouth, only leaving at midnight.

The next year, fearing the same thing, we drive 
far away. When the radio clock in the car turns 
to 00:00, however, he’s there, lying down in the 
backseat. Immediately, an ear-piercing wailing 
pours out of his mouth, a sound that shreds the 
air and brings back the familiar hollowness of the 
first year: a cold feeling while fear heats the back 
of our necks. This continues for the rest of the 
day. It’s only when the clock turns from 23:59 to 
00:00 that it abruptly stops. 

On the eve of the next return, a new, desperate 
hope fuels us. We drive to the deepest, most 
remote forest we can find, truly believing that 
if there is no door, he cannot knock. If there are 
no walls, he cannot appear. We walk through 
the freezing night, our breath pluming the air, 
our hearts hammering a frantic rhythm against 
our ribs. We watch the time on our watches 
constantly, each passing second a torment, until 
the final ten seconds of the day. Our whispered 
countdown is a prayer, a plea to anything that 
might be listening. We frantically look around 
while speedily walking through the seemingly 
endless forest, every shadow twisting into his 
shape, every snap of a twig sounding like his 
footstep. 

When it turns midnight, however, he is there, 
standing motionless behind us, as if he had been 
there for hours, waiting for us to turn around. We 
run away, a blind, stumbling panic through the 
undergrowth, but he’s always right there when 
we look behind. Never moving a muscle. The 
impossibility of it – the silent, effortless pursuit – is 
what finally shatters our last vestige of hope and 
leaves only raw, animalistic fear.

When the sun rises, we fall to the ground. Not 
from exhaustion, but from the sheer weight of our 
dread, and quietly walk back to the car, never 
looking behind. As we get to the car, we sprint 
and drive away as quickly as possible, peeling 
out onto the road with a scream of tires, but 
still, he’s there. Not in the car, but always a step 
behind the car, visible in the rearview mirror, his 
face impassive as the landscape blurs past him.

We beg for it to stop, but whatever, or whoever, 
gave us back our son won’t listen. Every year, 
we run, every year he’s there; only the form of 
him appearing. Even after death, he’s still there. 
Waiting for our return. ■
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‘The Anniversary Room’ 
by Toni Burns 
The problem wasn’t that Edwin forgot the 
anniversary. It was that he remembered it wrong. 
Every year, without fail, he bought the same 
bottle of Bordeaux, booked the same table at 
L’Auberge, and wrote the same card—word for 
word, without deviation. It was meant to be a 
gesture of comfort, of continuity. A ritual, really. 
Something to hold on to.

But Margot, ever precise, had noticed something 
that stuck with him.

“You keep saying it’s our sixth year,” she said 
one October night, her voice quiet and carefully 
neutral. She sat across from him in the amber 
glow of the restaurant’s candlelight, idly picking 
at the wax that had begun to pool on her napkin. 
“But it’s not. It’s the seventh. You said the same 
thing last year. Word for word.”

Edwin paused, his fork suspended mid-air. 
“No… I think it’s six,” he said slowly, like someone 
retracing mental footprints. “I remember—”

“I have the photos.” She pulled out her phone, 
her mouth drawn into a tired, disappointed 
line. “Florence. Edinburgh. Prague. The rooftop 
in Rome. That was our fourth. Don’t you 
remember?” Her tone wasn’t accusing. It was 
sad. Like someone gently mourning a version of 
him that used to be sharper, more reliable.

And there they were—the photos. Seven 
anniversaries, seven dinners. Seven cards, all 
of which Margot had carefully preserved. Laid 
out like evidence: Edwin’s handwriting looping 
and curving, a little more shakily each year. The 
message never changed. “Another beautiful 
year. I love you still. – E.”

He stared at the final card for a long time. It 
looked familiar. But not in the comforting way. 
More like how a word loses meaning when 
repeated too often. Familiar. Then hollow. Then 
wrong.

They didn’t speak of it again. But the discomfort 
stayed with him. 

That was the last normal anniversary.

A year later, Edwin woke to find a letter beneath 
his pillow. There was no stamp, no address. Just 
a cream envelope sealed in wax the colour 
of bruises. The card inside was thick, textured, 
like parchment paper no one uses anymore. 
The embossed words shimmered faintly in the 
morning light:

“You are invited to your scheduled appointment 
in the Anniversary Room. Attendance is 
mandatory. The room remembers what you 
cannot.”

There was no time. No location. And yet, as he 
read the words, a memory surged up from some 
unvisited corner of his mind—an image not from 
experience, but installed, like a pre-programmed 
dream. He knew where to go. A rusted basement 
door behind a shuttered community centre in 
New Cross. A stairwell that led down farther than 
it should. A door with a plaque. He had never 
been there before.

Except he had.

He told Margot it was a work trip. She didn’t 
challenge him. Her look said she didn’t believe 
it, but she no longer expected honesty. And that, 
somehow, hurt more than if she had fought him.

That night, he packed lightly. It wasn’t far. It 
wasn’t anywhere really.

The community centre had been derelict since 
the late ‘90s, its windows cloudy with grime, vines 
swallowing its signage. The main entrance was 
padlocked and rusted, but a side door hung 
open, crooked on its hinges like a mouth frozen 
mid-laugh. Inside, the air was thick with dust and 
silence. He stepped carefully across broken tile 
and past gutted vending machines, finding his 
way by instinct more than memory.

The stairwell behind the old supply closet was 
narrow and steep, descending farther than any 
architecture should allow. The deeper he went, 
the more the light changed—from dusty gold 
to murky grey, and finally to a rich, warm brown 
like over-steeped tea. The walls no longer felt like 
plaster or brick, but something dense and slightly 
damp, like the inside of a tree.

At the bottom stood a single pristine door. White, 
with a polished brass handle that gleamed 
unnaturally clean. Above it, another plaque:

THE ANNIVERSARY ROOM. ENTRY IS MEMORY.

He opened the door.

Inside was a hall dressed like a wedding 
reception abandoned mid-moment. Round 
tables clothed in linen, candles half-melted, the 
scent of perfume and wilted flowers thick in the 
air. Polaroids were scattered across the tabletops 
like playing cards in the aftermath of some 
sentimental storm—curled at the edges, faces 
smudged, smiles frozen.

There were no people. No music, save for the 
distant sound of a gramophone winding down. In 
the centre of the room stood a single chair. And 
on the chair sat a mirror.
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The man smiled gently. “You forget. That’s the 
deal. We take the burden. You keep the illusion. 
Peaceful. Repeatable.”

“What are you?” Edwin whispered.

“The Room. The Archivist. The keeper of trades. 
Pick a name. You gave it to me years ago.”

The room exhaled. Candles flared. Shadows 
crept like spilled ink. Polaroids lifted in the air and 
danced in a slow orbit. One landed at Edwin’s 
feet—he and Margot holding a baby. He didn’t 
know the child’s name.

Another fell—Margot sobbing in a stairwell, a 
bruise forming beneath her eye.

“I never—”

“But you did,” said the double. “And you paid to 
forget.”

Edwin turned to run. The door was gone. Or had 
never been there. Only halls now, lined with more 
rooms. Rooms full of memories, full of other 
dinners, other mirrors, other versions of him.

“You can leave,” the double said. “But next time 
you forget, you won’t remember how to come 
back. And then we will come to you.”

Something broke inside Edwin. A dam of reason. 
He ran anyway.

He doesn’t remember how he got home. Doesn’t 
remember if Margot was still there when he 
returned. Doesn’t remember her smell, her voice. 
The walls of the flat feel unfamiliar. Photographs 
are gone. Closets are empty. The indentation on 
her side of the bed is smooth, like no one had 
ever lain there at all.

On the kitchen table: a card.

“Happy Fourteenth Anniversary, Edwin. One more 
gone. Only a few left. Love always—M.”

He wept.

That was last year.

Now, he remembers less with each passing day. 
His journals disappear overnight. The mirror in 
the bathroom fogs when he walks past—even 
when there’s no steam. Sometimes he sees his 
reflection lag behind. Sometimes, it smiles before 
he does.

Each morning, there’s a card beneath his pillow.

“The room remembers what you cannot.”

He keeps them all.

He doesn’t know why. ■

Oval-shaped, framed in gold, rimmed with bulbs 
that flickered faintly. The glass was fogged with 
condensation. Someone—something—had 
traced a message across the surface:

“Do you remember yet?”

He reached out and touched the frame.

And fell through.

Not through the glass. Through memory.

It was a vertigo of images, layered and wet, 
flickering like old film reels. He was seven years 
old, in a hospital corridor, watching his mother—
bandaged, comatose. The memory stung 
because he didn’t feel it. It was remembered 
wrong, like a second-hand story he’d lived 
without presence.

Then he was seventeen, sitting on a stranger’s 
roof, blood drying on his hands. Then thirty, in a 
kitchen unfamiliar and cold, watching Margot 
leave with a suitcase and an expression he 
couldn’t name.

The mirror showed him not just what had 
happened. It showed him what he had given 
away. The memories he had traded. The things 
he’d begged to forget.

Each anniversary, he had bartered something. 
Not consciously, not willingly—but with ritual. 
With the same dinner, the same wine, the 
same message. The card was the offering. The 
restaurant, the altar. And the price? Memory.

First the small things—his grandfather’s voice, the 
smell of his childhood home, the name of a friend 
who died too young. Then bigger. The accident. 
The screaming. The baby Margot had carried for 
six weeks and then hadn’t.

He gasped and staggered back from the mirror.

A voice behind him: “You’ve given us so much.”

He turned.

The chair was no longer empty.

A man sat where the mirror had been—tall, still, 
wearing Edwin’s coat. But his face was unwritten, 
like a photo still developing. As Edwin stared, it 
began to resolve. Features slotted into place, like 
bones snapping into sockets. Edwin’s face. But 
aged. Empty. Hollowed out like something lived 
in.

“You’ve celebrated thirteen anniversaries,” the 
double said.

“No,” Edwin said, voice dry. “Ten.”
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‘A Macabre Embrace’ 
by Jasmine Lawrence
For the first time in a year, Samuel had not 
seen a ghost. A remarkable feat really, the 
thought crossed his mind that perhaps he’d 
joined Adella as his bleary eyes adjusted to the 
harsh light of the midday sun. Streaks of white 
streamed through the smeared locked window 
of the drawing room, illuminating without 
obstruction from the velvet red curtains, now a 
faded and dusty maroon.

With a creak and a mumbled groan, the 
gentleman manoeuvred himself to an upright 
position; a shaking hand coming to rub the 
lump he swore had formed under the skin on his 
neck at the uncomfortable sleeping position. His 
clothes clung to him with sweat, a melancholy 
comfort that perhaps he could have tricked 
himself into believing was an embrace, if 
perhaps he’d had some… 

He reached to his left, feeling for the small 
bottle. Instead, he overswung, the small wooden 
table coming to a crash and making his ears 
ring at the clamour. Gaze darting, his lungs let 
out a defeated huff at the small empty bottle 
rolling upon the hard floor, rolling and rolling. He 
winced as he staggered up, attempting to shift 
the table back into position.

“Sorry my darling, you know how clumsy I can 
be.”

Words rung out into the empty room without 
an audience to behold them. Once corrected, 
he staggered out into the hallway; the thought 
of ascending the stairs to his chambers felt 
insurmountable given the current pounding 
inside his temple. Instead, he simply walked 
until his feet found the kitchen, just as empty as 
the rest of the house. A small calendar taunted 
him upon the table, long since forgotten and 
scarcely updated. But Samuel did not need a 
calendar to know what today was. His soul was 
all too familiar with the fourteenth of October.

Nails digging into his palm, he attempted to 
shake the sinking sensation of his stomach, 
the way his chest tightened at the realisation. 
Perhaps that’s why Adella was not visiting him 
this day, why her figure was not a grey blur upon 
waking. He nodded at that thought, satisfied 
as to the reason for her absence. After all, he 
surmised, why would she wish to be here on the 
anniversary of her death?

For two years he had faced the world without 
her by his side, for two years he had wandered 
the lonely halls of their house, his hand idly 
playing with the locket that had barely left his 
skin. Faced with the crushing reality, his fingers 
found it safely around his neck, content in the 
knowledge of her hair tucked away inside. A rare 
smile graced his features at the memory, barely 
visible underneath the unkempt facial hair, but 
this was not a smile for the world to relish in. This 
was for Adella. For the memory of her excitedly, 
if not a little clumsily, showing him the locket on 
that long walk around Vauxhall Gardens. If not 
for the flowers he had procured for her being 
securely in her grasp, she may have been able 
to retrieve it from her clutch without issue, but 
instead it slipped from her hand as gracefully 
as a feather falling from a freshly released dove. 
With reflexes unbeknownst to Samuel, he had 
rushed and caught it, safe in his leather cladded 
hand to a chorus of unrestrained giggles from 
his female companion.

Now though, it remained around his neck, safe 
over the cravat he didn’t remember tying. 
Half-heartedly, he opened a few cabinets in the 
search for something edible, almost regretting 
his decision of dismissing Clara. However, his 
disposition he feared would not let him keep 
anything down today, so with a thud he let 
the door of the kitchen close behind him as 
he retreated back to the drawing room. All he 
needed was a little bit more, just to take the 
edge off.

That mantra played in his head as he searched 
the room, lifting the piano and using what little 
strength he felt he had within his bones to shift 
the ottoman to scramble around underneath. 
But nothing, simply the dust bunnies keeping 
him company. His mouth managed to produce 
a strangled cry of frustration, the hoarse sound 
grating upon the tenderness of throat.

He couldn’t understand it; he’d made the 
exasperatingly long journey to a few different 
pharmacists just last week in order to procure 
as many bottles as possible. Perhaps he knew 
deep down he needn’t go through all that 
trouble, as each one of the workers had begun 
to recognise his haggard expression and 
unkempt clothes. Perhaps he knew the whispers 
that followed him as he walked the streets in 
search of his prize. Oh poor Samuel, they’d say 
in hushed tones, describing how that habit of 
his makes him look worse upon worse every 
day, how it’s really such a shame about that 
wife of his.
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But now, the bottles were either gone or barren. 
In an uncharacteristic moment of anger, he 
grabbed the vial and threw it as hard as he 
could, disassociating at the loud clatter. The 
pang of regret filled him instantly, and while he 
couldn’t hear her voice as clearly as he once 
could, Adella’s tone rang out in his mind. She 
had always known him to be gentle, an element 
that drew her to him back when he’d worked 
under the strict eye of her father. Even as his 
fingers ached due to the transcribing, or as the 
long winter hours meant he’d barely see the 
light of the sun before being basked in the glow 
of the moonlight, he had never raised his voice.

Travelling upstairs, Samuel attempted to leave 
that guilt and memory downstairs, but how 
could that be possible, he wonders, when the 
reminder of his shame confronts him every time 
he marched to his room. For on his left, standing 
proud and imposing in its sterile state, was the 
remains of the nursery. What should have been 
filled by laughter and hungry cries instead felt 
vacuous in its isolation. He had never set foot in 
there, not since two years ago to the day. The 
crushing defeat of his soul simply wouldn’t let 
him; what father could not save his child, even 
from the cruel hand of fate and nature.

He continued moving until he crosses the 
boundary of his bedchambers. Biting, the chill 
of the autumnal air lashed at his skin, and he 
lambasted himself for leaving the window 
unlatched. Going to close it, his trembling 
fingers found it difficult to gain hold on the 
latch, his chest heaving as he kept trying. Nails 
scratched on the metal; knuckles collided on the 
murky glass. But he kept failing, the tremor too 
much to gain a handle on despite his desperate 
attempts. He felt his throat close up, his eyes 
stinging with the daggers of tears piercing 
through to the surface. If he could just close it, 
keep the elements outside. Maybe she wouldn’t 
have got sick, maybe the fever wouldn’t have 
spread, and the baby come out cold. Maybe 
her chest wouldn’t have stopped rising as the 
blood stained the white sheets below her. In that 
moment he could almost hear the pounding 
of his own fists upon the door, begging the 
midwives to let him in, to let him be present. Like 
a ghost, the faint footsteps of his boots rattled 
on the wood, rushing to Adella’s side as she 
heaved her final breath, baby clutched pitifully 
to her.

“Please my love…help me.”

Those last words crawled their way out slowly, 
as he stopped his attempts at the latch. Hands 
fell limply in defeat to his sides, and out the 
corner of his eye he saw it. The bottle labelled 
laudanum like a sinful gift, coaxing him upon the 
dresser. The source of his tremors sat there, and 
he pondered on just how heavily he had begun 
to rely on such a pacifier. What would Adella 
think, today of all days, if he drowned his sorrow 
once again in its lurid embrace. His first instinct 
was one of contempt; how could she have an 
opinion, she isn’t here. She’s in God’s arms now, 
not his. But as he stood, frozen in his indecision, 
he couldn’t help but think forwards, something 
he had not found himself doing for a long time. 
To a future where the contents of a bottle do 
not determine his mood, or whose withdrawals 
don’t cause his body to shake and sweat. While 
he may miss the soothing placation it brings, as 
he held the bottle to the light of the sun, a new 
thought starts to blossom; one of hope.

Fourteenth of October, forever the day Adella 
left this world, left him, their son in her arms. But 
perhaps, an anniversary so macabre could take 
on an additional meaning. And out of the corner 
of his eye, her ghost seemed to agree as the 
bottle tumbled out his grasp and onto the cold 
gravel outside. ■
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‘Waiter, there’s a 
Bugger in my Soup’ 
by Kathryn Allison
Mrs Twiddleswich appeared to start her day 
in the same routine manner as any other 
day. As the clock struck sunrise, she, from her 
one unpillowed ear, heard Mr Twiddleswich 
crawl from beside her, and, through her one 
half peaking eye, saw him scuttle downstairs, 
proved only by the landing light appearing in 
a line under the door. The following was ritual: 
unmoving, she would try to fall back asleep, 
though after five minutes or so, she would roll 
over, ‘slowly, careful wit’ rollers girl’, and return to 
her lie in.

Now, to the inattentive eye, her morning 
routine remained undisturbed, however, on 
close inspection, her lie-in was cut short on 
this particular occasion. She rose and shone 
a whopping fifteen minutes before her usual 
ten a.m, and flung the curtains with a youthful 
vigour unseen in near two decades. She 
forgot her fur lined beige suede slippers and 
went barefoot to the bathroom, and cheekily 
used two sheets to wipe instead of one. Mrs 
Twiddleswich, quite recklessly, even took two 
sugars in her coffee, and turned the radio up 
a notch higher as she drank it… and she drank 
it slower than ever. Sat at her window she 
savoured the sugars and sipped at the snail 
pace of brickies on a tea break.

Although Mrs Twiddleswich had bought a 
floral shopping and to-do list set in the spring, 
it hung lopsided against the wall and was 
unchanged from the first uses’ scribbled 
demands. Regardless, each morning, she 
usually inspected it, just in case there was a new 
task, or a sudden lapse in memory had made 
its contents a surprise. But today, she continued 
to prove, was an unusual day, no, today, she 
bypassed her superior and deployed herself 
into chores with the confidence and vigour 
of a soldier, neutralising within two hours the 
threat of an untidy home. She did the washing, 
and the sweeping, and the spraying, sudding, 
buffing, then the drying, and the mopping, and 
the wiping, rinsing, polishing. The flies on the bin 
watched what, in her pink and red silk robe, they 
could only assume was an enormous butterfly 
hopping furiously between flowers. Perhaps 
it was this misunderstanding in their simpler 
minds that meant they dropped their guard 
to Mrs Twiddleswich approaching with a rolled 

up newspaper, “why, Phillip, what a peculiar 
proboscis this one has!’ and fell victim to her 
mighty swat.

It was only when she had finished her 
housework it became clear what had brought 
such an extravagance to this otherwise 
uninspired woman and her otherwise mundane 
life. In her bedroom, perched in the large bay 
windows, sat a vanity table, once mahogany, 
turned grey with the dust of disuse. Armed with 
a duster, Mrs Twiddleswich approached it slowly, 
tentatively, though fluttering with anticipation. 
She dusted with her arm outstretched, keeping 
a safe distance, and then, as though reciting 
some lost ritual dance, she pulled the chair out, 
swept her robe and slipped before the mirror. 
Beside it - a photograph of her wedding day. 
Mr Twiddleswich looked so handsome. Mrs 
Twiddleswich fawned over the photograph 
for a moment, smiling warmly, thumbing her 
husband’s young face. Twenty years, oh you 
little bugger, just you wait to see me tonight! 
Yer’ll be gnawing at me knickers like a school 
boy - she thought.

‘Ah hah!’ the spying spider in the corner of the 
room clocked, ‘anniversary, for sure.’

For the next three hours Mrs Twiddleswich 
twiddled with her wrinkles and whiskers. As 
militantly as she groomed her home she pruned 
back the years excitedly. For the following three 
hours she clothed the floor, and eventually 
herself, deciding on a gorgeous red dress, a 
bright lipstick red that oozed sex and passion. 
Evening began to fall - Mr Twiddleswich had 
invited her to dinner, to celebrate. He was 
supposed to pick her up at six but as she 
hummed to herself on the doorstep, only 
a black taxi bumbled up their avenue. As it 
stopped in front of their home she looked left 
and right dismissively, you understand how, in 
the ‘not for me! I have another ride’ manner. The 
ginger taxi man rolled down his window.

“Ride for Mrs Twiddleswich?”

“Oh,” shocked, and rather humiliated, she 
tottered over and poked her head in the ginger 
taxi man’s window. “Where’s my husband?”

“I couldn’t tell yer love, fella rang and sent me 
‘ere. Maybe it were him”.

“Right.”

Mrs Twiddleswich swallowed her frustration, for 
surely her husband had good reason to change 



his plans so abruptly, and hopped in the back 
seat.

“Yer lookin’ lovely in that,” the ginger taxi man 
smiled, meeting her eyes in the rearview, “yer 
husband’s a lucky man.”

Mrs Twiddleswich nodded and blushed as the 
taxi man put his foot down.

RES AUR NT CA PP T’s resident handyman must 
have died. What was, in its prime, an expensive 
and lavishly decorated spot, had not seen a 
lick of paint since Thatcher, let alone a drill. 
When Mrs Twiddleswich arrived, the hostess 
led her to the very back of the restaurant. 
Mrs Twiddleswich tittered after her, anxious 
to see her husband. Her red bag knocked a 
champagne glass off an old couple’s table 
and the sound of it smashing sent their 
scraggy lapdog yapping. She apologised but 
maintained her pace.

“Your table,” the waiter pointed, before 
vanishing.

As Mrs Twiddleswich looked to her loving 
husband of twenty years for him to rise and 
draw her chair, it suddenly struck her that 
the husband in question, Mr Twiddleswich, 
had, in fact, become a bug. The man-sized 
beetle opposite her wore only six short, spindly 
legs, and a little beadish head with two long 
antennae. My god, Mrs Twiddleswich thought, 
the bastard’s starkers.

Mrs Twiddleswich seemed to recall a novel 
where something of this sort happened, so she 
decided it shouldn’t be of any major concern 
and took a seat.

“Hello,” she smiled.

Mr Twiddleswich twitched a leg, as if to say, 
hello.

“Have yer had a nosy at the wine list yet?” Mrs 
Twiddleswich hid her face in a menu and began 
thinking, and, come to think of it, her husband’s 
transformation made a fair amount of sense 
in relation to a number of strange happenings 
that had accumulated around the house over 
the past couple of months. For example, she 
had noticed a particular lack of his laundry in 
the basket lately, and likewise his usual snacks 
of choice had been left uneaten whilst the 
compost bin, somehow, never became full, no 
matter how much you put in it.

Mrs Twiddleswich peeked over her menu, 
caught his eye and dived down again.

But no wonder she hadn’t noticed - christ, she 
hadn’t seen the man. He was always up so early 
for work and back so late. A sudden wave of 
frustration rose with a new awareness of the 
extent of his abandonment.

Mrs Twiddleswich threw her menu to the table.

“Well surely yer can’t have been going to work 
like this,” she exclaimed, “so where the bloody 
hell have yer been?”

Mr Twiddleswich did not reply.

“How long ‘as this been goin’ on? A month? Six? 
A year?”

Mr Twiddleswich did not reply. His wife huffed.

“Look at the way yer treat me,” she snorted, “first 
of all yer can’t be bothered to pick us up…”

Mr Twiddleswich shrugged his legs as if to say, 
but how could I? My legs are much too short to 
drive…

“And then yer bring us to a shabby spot like this,” 
she retorted.

Mr Twiddleswich shrugged his legs as if to say, 
but how could I? Nowhere fancy would accept 
a man like me…

“And I get here, after the day I’ve ‘ad, the effort 
I’ve put in, and yeh don’t even tell us I look 
pretty!!” She continued, now boiling with anger.

Mr Twiddleswich shrugged his legs, as if to say –

“And yer can’t even bring yerself to speak! To 
make conversation with yer own bloody wife!” 
Mrs Twiddleswich interrupted as she collected 
her bag to leave.

Mr Twiddleswich did not reply. Instead, he hung 
his antennae and looked away.

“Well? Yer got anything to say for yourself?”

Mr Twiddleswich wafted a leg, as if to say… 
well, this motion was a tad unclear, but Mrs 
Twiddleswich took the liberty to assume it was a 
fair and square dismissal.
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Mrs Twiddleswich huffed, and with the high-
shouldered strut of champions, victors and 
Victoria’s Secret Angels, took her leave. She did 
not look back, partly as a statement but also 
because this magical strut took a good bit of 
effort and concentration.

She took the first taxi that came. As she slipped 
in the back seat, she heard a familiar voice.

“You again?” The ginger taxi man grinned in the 
rear view mirror.

Mrs Twiddleswich dropped her bag, collected 
her skirt, threw herself between the front seats, 
and snogged the fella gobless like a schoolgirl.

What a day. ■
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‘After the Anniversary 
Mass’ 
by Jake McVey
The last time I saw my family gathered together 
in one place was after the mass on the one-
year anniversary of Dad’s death. James had 
insisted we hold it, being the last of us who still 
kept the old paternal faith. The service was 
simple and solemn, and Father Davison said 
many kind things about him, even if most of 
them were repeated from what he had already 
said before at the funeral: loving father, loving 
husband, pillar of the community, friend and 
sponsor of the church. All the boxes were ticked 
again. That swell of emotion I’d been overcome 
with during the funeral service was not repeated 
– no tears in the pews this time, the window to 
mourn was over.

Once the service was concluded we all moved 
to The Pheasant for a few drinks (much as we 
had after the funeral). When he was not working 
at the shop Dad had almost lived in that pub, 
and not entirely to his benefit. He was usually 
the last to leave, stumbling awkwardly onto 
the bus home. Once again I could not help but 
feel the irony in drinking to celebrate the life of 
a man who may have lived another few years 
without alcohol’s influence. Still, ceremony 
demands a couple of pints and ceremony must 
be respected. 

On the walk to the pub I caught up with Mum 
and Eleanor a little. I thought Mum had been 
holding up remarkably well the past year, and 
in fact she looked a little healthier now than she 
had before Dad died. Eleanor was still working 
as a typist but she said she’s close to having her 
novel published. 

“Well congratulations Eleanor!” I said, “I always 
knew you would.”

“Thank you,” she said, “I don’t think I ever had 
quite as much faith as all of you did. Anyway 
it hasn’t been accepted yet, it’s just the 
murmurings of publication.”

“Well I’ve read it and I think they’d be stupid not 
to take it,” Mum said, “To think we’ll have a writer 
in the family soon! If only your father could have 
seen it. He always liked the stories you wrote 
when you were little.” 

“I remember. I wish he could read it too.”

It was a shame I could not talk to them for more 
of the evening, but on reaching the pub we 
separated as the gents went to the bar and the 
ladies retired to the lounge. The landlord at the 
Pheasant had always been strict on enforcing 
that divide. 

Inside the men began to chat about Dad. “I can 
still see him out there waiting for the bus in his 
rain coat and his cap, that umbrella under his 
arm. If he remembered them. God, it’s a miracle 
he ever made it home.” 

“He fell asleep and ended up going half-way 
round London most the time.”

There was much laughter. Most of them gave 
me a kind word or a consolatory slap on the 
shoulder, which resembled remarkably the kind 
words and consolatory slaps I had received 
from them a year ago. I wondered if later on I 
would begin to confuse this day with the day of 
the funeral and forget which words were said 
when. I wondered if it would matter either way.
James, I noticed, was leaning off in a corner, 
looking into the darkness of his stout and saying 
nothing, so out of reluctant brotherly duty I 
grabbed my drink and went over to him.

“It was a nice service,” I said, “I’ll admit it was 
a good idea in the end. Glad you got us all to 
organise it.”

“Everybody’s just saying the same things again,” 
he replied, not looking at me. “The same old 
stories in the same old words.”

“Well what did you expect?” I said, “Dad hasn’t 
really had the opportunity to get up to any 
antics the past year. I’m sure we’ll hear about 
the new ones when we meet in the great 
beyond. I’m sure they have pubs in heaven.”

“What makes you think he’s in heaven?”

I was going to say I did not really believe in 
heaven at all, but decided not to. Instead I 
mentioned that Eleanor said she was close to 
getting her novel published.

“I don’t believe her,” he said, “she’s been working 
on it for years now. She needs to get serious, 
she’s almost thirty. It’s about time she got 
married, don’t you think? Then she can stop all 
this fairyland stuff about being a writer.”

“You’re such a supportive brother James,” I said.
I do not know why we struggle so much to find 
anything we agree on these days. We used to 
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play together all the time when we were young. 
But then it’s easier to connect with others as a 
child. Children have more imagination. 

Before we could find another topic to disagree 
on our uncle Ernest came up to us. “Don’t look 
so glum lads,” he said, “Your dad’s watching us 
right now. His ghost’s haunting this place, I know 
it, the drunken old bugger.”

“I’m sure if he had a choice of places to haunt 
this would be at the top of his list,” I said, “It must 
have been a comfort when people actually 
believed in that sort of thing.” 

“I think ghosts are real,” said Ernest, “me and my 
sister saw one when we were little.”

“Yes you’ve told me that story before. But don’t 
you find it difficult to believe in Ghosts in this 
modern age of computers and hydrogen 
bombs and supermarkets and whatnot. Maybe 
there were ghosts once but not anymore. This 
isn’t our world now. Oh I don’t know… I just feel 
like it’s the land of machines, not the land of 
spirits. I’m probably talking bollocks though.”

“No, you know what, you’re quite right!” said 
Ernest, “This world doesn’t belong to us 
anymore. Those bloody Blacks are going to 
take it from us soon. You know we’re just about 
the only white family left on our street. I think it’s 
about time we did something about it. England 
ruled the world two decades ago, now look at 
us.”

“That isn’t what I meant at all Ernie. What does 
that even have to do with ghosts?”

He shrugged, “What do supermarkets have to 
do with ghosts?”

“I just mean that things are changing.”

“That’s what I mean too. Things are changing. 
That’s why we need to be voting for National 
Front next election, I’m telling you.”

I took this as a good moment walk to the 
other side of the room. James could listen to 
his drivel. I sat myself in a seat by the window 
and lit a cigarette. I wonder if I had known that 
was the last time I would ever speak to Uncle 
Ernest if I would have stayed to listen to him. 
Then again it was the last time I would see a 
lot them. Amongst smoke and the smell of 
booze I watched the family converse – well, the 
masculine half of the family. I could occasionally 
hear the voices of the women from the lounge 

as the doors swung open when drinks were 
brought in for them. They seemed to be having 
a good time. But who can tell, from a distance 
every group of people seems to be having a 
good time. 

I knew if I kept away too long eventually one of 
the others would seek me out (and maybe give 
me another consolatory slap on the back) so I 
took an unnecessarily deep breath and headed 
back over to keep the conversations moving. ■
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 TO ALL OUR WINNERS

CONGRATULATIONS


