
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_0627237-7ad3dbff-36b1-4ef1-abf9-a4416c34028d_Dikllj_html_3b4ed2ed.png]


 


 


 


 


We
Live

Without

a Future

 


 


 


 


 


and
other stories by

Julie Bozza

 


 


 


LIBRAtiger

Smashwords Edition

 



Published by LIBRAtiger 2025

 


ISBN:
978-1-925869-38-5

 


Text,
eBook format, and cover design: © Julie Bozza 2025

 


Cover
image: Virginia Woolf (1882-1941). Museum: Monk's House, Rodmell.
Author: VANESSA BELL. Album / Alamy Stock Photo

 


These
are works of fiction, based in part on the author’s interpretations
of historical persons and events. Ultimately, each work as a whole
is a product of the author’s imagination.

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This
ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may
not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to
share this book with another person, please purchase an additional
copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


“In
Fair Verona” and “In a Dark House” previously published in No Holds
Bard, Fiona Pickles (editor), Manifold Press, 2018.

“Verity” previously published in Clarity, Other Worlds Ink,
2022.

“Magic Casements” previously published in Queer Weird West
Tales, Julie Bozza (editor), LIBRAtiger, 2022.

“Chooser of the Slain” previously published in Heroines,
Vol 2, Sarah Nicholson and Caitlin White (editors), The Neo
Perennial Press, 2019.

“We
Live Without a Future” previously published in Call to Arms,
Heloise Mezen (editor), Manifold Press, 2017.

 


juliebozza.com


 






Table of
Contents

 


In Fair
Verona

 


Verity

 


In a Dark
House

 


Magic
Casements

 


Chooser of the
Slain

 


Misplaced

 


We Live
Without a Future

 


 


About the
Author

 



 


 




 


Sunday, 26
January 1941

A battle
against depression, rejection … This trough of despair shall not, I
swear, engulf me. …

There’s a
lull in the war. Six nights without raids. But Garvin says the
greatest struggle is about to come … It’s the cold hour, this:
before the lights go up. A few snowdrops in the garden. Yes, I was
thinking: we live without a future.
That’s what’s queer: with our noses pressed to a closed
door.

 


Friday, 7
February 1941

Why was I
depressed? I cannot remember.

 


Virginia
Woolf, A Writer’s Diary

 



 


In Fair
Verona


George Gordon
Byron, the 6th Baron Byron, arrived in Verona with his people and
his baggage, and deigned to stay for a night – or for two at the
most. As his servant, William Fletcher, laboriously negotiated the
rent for a suite of rooms in an old palazzo to which they had been
directed, Byron strolled over to a vantage point and considered the
town. Verona seemed entirely unexceptional, huddled either side of
a broad sweep of river. Byron suspected that the poets had
lyricised more on Verona than Verona had really deserved.

Eventually
Fletcher approached and indicated that they had arranged for rooms
and beds enough for comfort. “My lord,” he added, “the signore
suggests you might stay for the two nights, and visit the tomb of
the Capulets tomorrow.”

Byron stared
in disdainful surprise, and Fletcher bore it as stoically as he
always did. “Good God, man,” Byron eventually responded, “the
Capulets of renown are to be found in a play, a poem, a story –
never in history.”

Fletcher took
a moment, and concluded, “So, no tombs, then?”

“Just so. Tell the signore one night, and we’ll decide in the
morning on the rest. It might be amusing, after all, to hear the
fancies spun by a guide.”

The palazzo
itself was a fine old building of pale stone, repaired in places
with red brick. Inside there was to be found a dusty kind of
luxury. Byron let Fletcher and the others organise the rooms, only
claiming a book-lined parlour as his own. His habit was to stay up
late to write after everyone else had gone to bed, and this room
with its neglected library and its view over red-tiled rooftops to
an indistinct horizon suited his current mood.

The palazzo,
he heard over a late supper, dated back to the early fifteenth
century – so Byron was unsurprised that night, after his household
and the town itself had settled into sleep, when he was visited by
an apparition.

A man as
transparent as gauze appeared before him, as if he’d just walked
into the room through the heavily burdened bookshelves. He had a
tumble of thick unruly curls, perhaps russet in colour, and a
cynical curl to his upper lip. The lower lip, though, was full and
lush and put Byron in mind of joys he had not tasted for far too
long.

The apparition
drew near, stepping with a suppleness that showed off the
gracefulness of his long, stockinged legs, and moving across the
floor perhaps a little faster than his gait warranted. But who
cared for that, when there were such limbs to admire? Byron’s gaze
travelled appreciatively upwards, past the padded hose and the
slightly shabby doublet, to the expression of nonchalant curiosity.
Ghosts weren’t so unexpected, Byron supposed, in a place such as
this, but he would never have imagined a ghost coming forward to
lean elegantly over his writing desk and consider the papers strewn
there.

Byron had been
trying to start a new poem on the subject of a love tragically
forbidden by the Doge of Venice and ending in the peaceful green
depths of the lagoon – but his words so far were scrawled without
reason or rhythm, as he had yet to find the correct metre for the
thing.

Accordingly,
the apparition seemed unimpressed as he straightened to his full
height again, though his eyes – bright, intelligent, and the
sharpest thing about him – now considered Byron himself with the
same curiosity. “Ah,” the apparition said in a dry whisper, “yet
another scribbler.”

The words and,
for that matter, the cadence were English. Byron frowned in
confusion, but promptly answered, “Yes.” Then he bridled at the
dismissive tone. He knew well enough that his own doubts and false
starts that night were only temporary. “I am a poet. And you,
sir?”

“Oh, I am composed of words, sir. I was conjured into
being by a poet.”

“You were made of words?” Byron echoed.

“I am nothing but words. Clever ones, true, but nothing
more.”

While touring
old Europe, Byron had been quite prepared to encounter the restless
souls of those long-dead. This should have been a ghost, in all the
ways that Byron understood such things to work. He was
insubstantial, so that Byron could see through the apparition to
the candlelight glinting off the gilt lettering on the books’
spines. But he was also real, for his clothes were no fancy dress
costume, his face was not painted, and he carried no theatrical
properties.

Byron
ventured, “You were not once flesh?”

“No, I was ink on parchment, and words on men’s lips. I still
am, for that matter. I am conjured and conjured again… There is no
rest for one such as me.”

Byron stared
at the apparition, feeling somewhat affronted. “That’s a pretty
conceit,” he said after a while. “Then perhaps you are acquainted
with my Harold, or my Conrad, or my Bonivard? Can you summon
them to meet their Creator?”

The cynical
curl grew more pronounced, and the apparition’s tone was
disdainful. “There are few like me. It is a rare love that brought
me into being. A rare love of the most passionate kind – and a rare
hatred, too, just as passionate. Had you written any such, you
would know.”

Byron was
afire with the possibilities. He thought of Marlowe conjuring
Mephistopheles in words, and Byron knew that he, too, could create
such a creature. He pushed away the scrawled papers, and reached
for a fresh sheet. “Spirit,” he demanded, “tell me your name.”

There was only
laughter in response, and the form faded away as if a light air had
drawn it back into the books. Byron paid no further attention, but
dipped his pen in ink and quickly flew out a verse from his
fingertips. It was in iambic pentameter. Sometimes the obvious
choices were the best. It was the rhythm of a man’s walk. Of a
man’s heartbeat.

He shrugged
off the shawl he’d worn for warmth, and wrote until the edge of the
sky began to pale. Then, as a few distant hints of reawakening life
began to sound clear through the crispness of pre-dawn, Byron flung
down his pen, and stalked to his rooms.

Fletcher
always slept in Byron’s dressing room – or at the foot of his bed,
or in the next room along, depending on their accommodations – for
he was still Byron’s valet, although also organiser of Byron’s
roving household, complainer-in-chief, and more besides. Byron
leaned down to the cot to shake Fletcher’s sturdy shoulder, and
Fletcher blinked awake.

“Come,” said Byron, standing again and stepping towards his
bedroom. “Come.”

Fletcher
blinked once more and then a smile broadened his aging yet still
handsome face. “The poetising is going well, then, my lord?” he
asked, purely rhetorically, as he padded along in Byron’s wake.
“It’s been too long since you last had need of me.”

“We’ll stay in Verona for a few nights, perhaps,” Byron
responded, not entirely inconsequentially.

“As you wish, my lord.” A moment later, Fletcher was kneeling
on the floor by Byron’s bed, and Byron slipped in between,
unbuttoning his britches and then leaning back against the edge of
the mattress. Fletcher yawned hugely, like a lion, shook his
golden-grey curls – and, not bothering to shut his mouth again, he
pounced and swallowed Byron whole.

 


#

 


The next
night, Byron wrote and wrote until his hand cramped and his inkwell
ran dry, heedless of the uneasy sense of wariness that lingered by
the books in the parlour. Heedless of it, or driven by it, actually
he could not say. He only knew that he must write – until dawn
glimmered and peace returned to the room. That marked enough. Byron
threw down his pen, and went to fetch Fletcher.

“I’ll need ink, man,” Byron said as they walked to his bed.
“Buy me ink today, and more paper, too.”

“Yes, my lord. And in the meantime, you need…?”

“Oh yes, I do need.” And they were far too familiar
with each other by now for either to have to spell it
out.

 


#

 


On another
midnight, Byron puzzled over his new verses, casting about from
sheet to sheet as if the meaning would come clear if only he could
find the right order in which to place them. “These make no sense!”
he muttered at last, pushing them all away.

“Yet you cast quite a spell,” the apparition said – startling
Byron, as another visitation had been wished for but not counted
upon. “For what is a spell but words?”

Byron sat back
in the chair and considered the fellow. They were of an age, he
thought, as near as he could tell. The apparition looked to be not
yet thirty, and Byron was twenty-eight. Presumably that was how the
apparition had been written. An aeon could have passed since then,
of course. No
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