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        “The void awaits surely

        all them that weave

        the wind”
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        “yes I said yes I will Yes.”

      

      

      

      
        
        – James Joyce, Ulysses

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EDITOR’S NOTE

          

          PAULA DIAS GARCIA

        

      

    

    
      When we asked for stories about storms, we also asked our writers to look at Wallace Stevens’ poetry. This may not be an established literary connection, but rather a personal one. Often, I’ve found myself going back to Stevens, trying to grasp that quiet but elusive quality that seems to permeate his poems – the ability to look upon the world with understanding, to see what is there and accept it.

      So when we asked our writers how to find that quality, I was perhaps asking for myself; how do you see the storms gathering in the horizon and have the certainty that you can make it through once again? We asked, and our writers told us all about power.

      They told us of a power that grasps and holds on with all that its got, but also that knows when to let go. They wrote of power that looks at kindness not as an antagonist, but as an inherent part of itself; of the deep power of being who you are, and of just being, of accepting the universe as it is.

      Most of all, they told us how that power isn’t really found in the places where we’d expect it to be – and time and time again, it was found inside, and it was rooted in love.

      Love for others and for the world, yes, but also a love for yourself, that ran so deep that it simply refused to accept anything less than all that you deserve. It came in wildly different shapes, but consistently the same answer shone through the stories – love that roared at the world and demanded to be heard, demanded all that you truly deserve: freedom, kindness, peace, greatness.

      In trying to explain all of this, all that we had received from our submitted stories, we found our epigraph, with two quotes taken from almost opposite ends of Ulysses. In the beginning, the understanding that the void is unavoidable, that the storms will eventually come; in the end, acceptance, a willingness to be all that you are.

      And in the space between those two, the story happens. Between those, we happen – and we are so powerful.
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        Please beware that discussions of death and unspecified threat may be present throughout the book.

      

      

      
        	Tin Can Elegy: Poverty, neglect, violence and injury involving children.

        	tongues/lips/ wrists/teeth: Sexual trauma (referenced).

        	Overspill: Childbirth/surgery (recovery), blood, breastfeeding.

        	Tim, the Lantern Holder: Death (drowning).

        	Where the Sun Is Always Setting: Severe illness, violence, death.

        	of wood and stone, and gilded bones: Warfare, violence, poverty, death.

        	Care Instructions for Your Cryogenically Frozen Mother: Severe illness, death of a loved one.

        	The Last Airport in America: Warfare (aftermath), injury, death.

        	Margins of Snow: Violent death (referenced).

        	Outrunning the Bear: Unspecified threat.

        	One Flap of a Storm Crow’s Wings: Natural disaster (aftermath), animal death (referenced), animal injury, breastfeeding.

        	Or Just After: Natural disaster, domestic abuse (implied).
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            THE NOVEMBER STORM

          

          CHRIS BOGLE

        

      

    

    
      At three minutes past ten, Harry felt lightning strike as a November storm raged outside. A weak blood vessel deep inside of his brain, after waiting seventy years for this moment, finally popped like a cheap birthday balloon. He’d stood up to go to the loo but then toppled, folding to the floor like the air had been let out of him all at once, and he urinated his best grey trousers as he fell. At least I missed the damned puzzle, he thought when he came to, looking up at the flimsy foldaway table from his new position on the cracked terracotta tiles. His left side felt as if it had been deboned, like a sleeve without an arm.

      Engineering Marvels of the World, the jigsaw was called, five thousand pieces, and there was only one left, a partial picture of a robot neatly oriented with three lugs pointing outwards on the white border of the tablecloth. It had taken Harry two weeks to nearly complete it, not because it was particularly difficult – Harry found jigsaws boring and only did it because Jim Scanlon said they warded off dementia – but because the Miniature Steam Railway Committee, of which he was this year’s chair, had taken up far too much of his recreational time with their exhaustive prevarications, most recently about whether to update the website. Having eventually made the decision, they’d argued over who exactly should be trusted with the work, how much they should be paid, whether the fee should come from the coffers (versus a fundraising effort) and, crucially, whether including steam-engine schematics might lead to the site being hacked by a foreign actor. Scanlon had raised this point last week, setting the deliberations back by a month; having worked for twenty-six years as a technical manager at the waterworks, he considered himself to be a de facto authority on critical infrastructure security. Scanlon had had a recent laryngectomy and frequently reminded everyone of his expertise using a speech device that rendered his once sing-song nasality, robotic and monotone. Despite his vocal misfortune Harry had always found him insufferable but couldn’t say so openly anymore without sounding cruel and unsympathetic.

      ‘Foreign actors?’, Harry had asked peevishly during the meeting. ‘Like who? Bela bloody Lugosi?’

      The committee gasped at his churlishness, and Scanlon huffed and buzzed something about Russian Troll Farms. Lord help whoever ends up getting that web contract, Harry thought, although he suspected God would meet most of the committee long before having to help deliver a website.

      The vessel in his head slowly doused a lifetime of skills as Harry’s world was engulfed in a large swirling blackness that spread from the centre of his vision outwards. His right arm had caught the back of the chair on the way down, sending out a neat hairline fracture across his ulna, and he’d let out a small, creaking “Oh”, drowned out by a tea mug that shattered a moment before him in a neat simulacrum of his fate. He noticed as it fell a strange iterating of time, not so much slow-motion as a stop-motion. Two freeze frames: Before and after, past and future, whole and shattered, the invisible, unidirectional dividing line between, then blackness. He thought about death often, carried it around like a coal sack that could spill its anthracite dust and darken his moods without warning, and he sometimes wondered whether time would stop like a broken projector at the exact moment of his passing, leaving him frozen in the join between two painful thoughts.

      Lying down, Harry easily covered the length of his kitchenette, and his feet were wedged awkwardly up against a cheap cream cupboard that hadn’t been updated in seventeen years, but which he’d kept perfectly maintained – oiling and occasionally cinching the hinges, shellacking the handles – as he did with everything else in his flat. He was contemptuous of people who bought new things for the sake of it and he believed there was little in the world that couldn’t be kept perfectly functional with a bit of occasional elbow grease. He was tall despite his diminishing bones, and even though he’d lost an inch in recent years and tended to stoop, he was still pushing six feet lying flat. His frame had become gangly and had finally relinquished in his late sixties the thick-set strength his body had alloyed from decades in a workshop manhandling metals. The subcutaneous fat in his face had gone, leaving skin that hung slack like a wet sheet over a clotheshorse; his light brown eyes had turned greyish-blue and milky and in place of his beard, sparse white stubble poked through the mottled serrations of his chin in random baby-brush tufts. Harry had never been one for smiling, so instead of deepening laughter lines and crow’s feet as it had with James Scanlon, old age had repaid Harry’s seventy-three years of stoicism by carving deeper the upturned horseshoe of his mouth, fixing his demeanour like a final engraved portrait. Harry, most people probably agreed, was a miserable coot.

      He could see his reflection in the oven door, and he saw to his dismay that his mouth was considerably more downturned than usual on the left-hand side. His head throbbed excruciatingly in time with the tap that dripped into the kitchen sink and he groaned, partially in pain, but also because he remembered that the tap washer needed replacing and he’d been meant to do it yesterday before becoming distracted. Tomorrow was Monday and the hardware shop didn’t open until ten.

      Smith had rung at four the previous evening as Harry was writing his to-do list asking – badgering – him to see the doctor. It was the third time since Monday, and he was making Harry feel breathless and claustrophobic; sometimes he felt as if he were already nailed inside of a coffin.

      ‘Leave me in peace!’ he’d growled in exasperation, thumping the receiver down, the bell protesting. But less than five minutes later the phone rang again, and Harry rolled his eyes.

      Julian Smith had been Harry’s apprentice in the late seventies. He was seen as one of the more talented of the intake – bright, reliable, keen and a whizz with a soldering iron. At sixteen, he had big eyelashes and floppy blonde hair with a nose that was outpacing a face still being moulded by feminine youth. But his soft skin was thick in other ways, and he was completely undaunted by the daily assaults of banter and ribbing. Unlike most of his peers, Smith could tell a level from a grinder and make a decent cup of tea, which put him into the good graces of both lads and management – no mean feat. He’d quickly made his way up the company ladder, bypassing Harry in two years, eventually being sponsored through his degree; Smith loved metal and all the things that could be made with it. Harry had always found him irksome; he was too smart for his own good, too eager – almost sycophantic and too chipper, more concerned with getting on with colleagues than with tight tolerances and diligent work. But Smith always showed a special deference for Harry, even when he eventually became his gaffer. Harry never could put his finger on why the boy took such a shine. Smith would watch him work: measuring, marking and cutting, assembling, screwing, testing, rebuilding; even later, despite his fancy qualifications, Smith would ask Harry’s advice, show him his drawings for a technical opinion, and would even ask him over (always unsuccessfully) for dinner. He was in his fifties now, had his own family, his own fabrication company. God only knew why he was still hanging around.

      Harry had stared at the ringing phone, the bell hammered and made his head spin, and he waited for what felt like minutes before expelling a loud huff and wrenching it off the hook.

      ‘Was I not clear, Smith, I’m busy in the other room? What’s it now?’

      ‘You know you should get a mobile, Aitch,’ said Smith, soft Edinburgh still apparent in his voice after all these years. He was winding him up, of course. Things never ruddy change, thought Harry, fighting back an urge to smile: that would just encourage him. Smith chuckled on the other end, and Harry sat heavily on the old, hinged chair that was kept (oiled and waxed) next to his hand-made telephone table. He’d been having dizzy spells for weeks and he nipped the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes with a sigh.

      ‘Now what would I want one of those for, you foolish boy?’

      ‘Why don’t you come over for a bite to eat this evening? Will you come? I could pick you up at six.’

      Harry opened his eyes slowly and noticed that the cuckoo clock on the wall needed winding. Maybe the company would be good for him. Maybe a hot dinner was what he needed. He could show Smith the plans for the engine they were restoring at the club and pore over them like they used to, and he could ask Smith what he thought of his designs. Maybe he should finally tell him about the will: he’d left everything to Smith, had made it legal twenty years ago. Not that there was much.

      ‘I’m busy this evening, son. Maybe next week.’ And he placed the receiver gently back on its cradle as Smith replied, ‘Aye. Course,’ and asked him again to please see the doctor, before realising that he’d been cut off.

      Harry was found by accident and would have passed away quietly like a spent battery there on the cold kitchen floor, with the irregular, metallic clink of the galvanised lamppost outside playing a percussive lament to his demise, had old Maud from the upstairs flat not noticed that there were still two pints of semi-skimmed milk on his doorstep. Harry never forgot to bring the milk in, which he knew annoyed Maud, because now she had to steal her milk from two doors down and they had brats who were up before six; they were far more apt to catch her in the act. He was luckier still because she never went out in the rain, not since slipping on the outside stair last year and breaking her nose in the fall. Won’t stop her sticking her beak through her curtains, Harry had ruminated, but ever since then he’d paid for an extra pint in his subscription, and he’d arranged for it to be delivered to her doorstep. Not that he would ever tell her; he’d never get rid. She reminded him of his mother.

      The rain had been hanging in suspension like a prelude to a migraine – somewhere between drizzle and fog – since dawn and looking out over the grim estate in the half-light of this late-autumn morning, Harry mused that the sky seemed to have gone sour and curdled into a scramble of pebble-dashed concrete. The last of the clinging leaves had been torn away and dumped into sodden black-brown drifts along fences, clogging the drains, leaving the trees bare and fractal and vascular. The rain was lashing now. Maud had forgotten to put her lottery numbers on last night, he guessed, and Harry had heard her frantic shuffling as she put on her coat and shoes with the wooden heels long-ago shorn of rubber, then clumped slowly down the stairs clinging onto the railing for dear life, spotty headscarf flapping at full mast. She lived for the lottery, he knew, as if any amount of money could rescue her now.

      He’d seen the letterbox flapping and he expected she was having a good nosey, so he wiggled his toes – the only things he could still wiggle – and the mad old biddy must’ve seen it because about twenty minutes later an ambulance arrived, pulling quietly up outside like the volume had been turned down on a monochrome television. By then he couldn’t move anything.

      ‘Harry?’ she’d squawked. ‘You in there, love?’

      She used her key and stood to the side of the doorstep, clutching the neck of her Mackintosh against the gnawing wind as the paramedics wheeled him out, and he had seen her surreptitiously pick up the two pints of milk: waste not, want not. He could buy more later this afternoon once they’d discharged him.

      The ambulance was slow, there was something lazy about the blue lights and the seeming lack of urgency that made people get out of the way quicker, kicking up arcing hisses of spray as they veered onto the hard shoulder, making vehicles on the other carriageway dodge great brown waves, their drivers swearing at the inconvenience. Bloody ambulances, a few of them would be thinking. One or two observers crossed themselves, others took deep breaths as they were coercively reminded that after all the busyness, all the fuss, there would be no last gladiatorial showdown for most of them, and the world would probably end in a disappointing abbreviation, an incomplete sentence finished mid-conjunction, in a two-by-three metre box on wheels. Then they turned back into the road and quickly folded those thoughts into one-dimensional origami forms that could be hidden away in a secret drawer and got back to their important things.

      Somewhere far away, Harry felt someone, presumably a paramedic, take his hand and hold it gently in theirs, whispering, ‘It’s okay, I’ve got you.’ He wished he could move his lips to tell her he was fine, but something had glued them together and anyway, the last hand he’d held had been his dad’s, it reminded him of happiness.

      Harry was still clinging on when the ambulance turned off onto the slip road, although by now what little remained of his agency was fading like an unfixed photograph. Hundreds of miles of myelinated fibres and countless billions of synapses curled and withered like burning threads, and the road behind him disappeared into an endless, impenetrable fog. Fields the colour of weak tea segued into clotted rings of semis, and memories flashed as dark blood breached cellular barriers like the flood water outside, sediment solidifying in microscopic cracks rendering the tiny spaces where thoughts lived uninhabitable. The rain had stopped for now and there were fluffy, pinkish vortices appearing in the murk that allowed shafts of straw-tinged sunlight to pierce the churning, lumpen sky with hope of a drier afternoon.

      As one of these shafts fell through the window of the ambulance Harry took a few final breaths and froze between two frames. He’d been thinking of his childhood, and the heady rush of steam as he rode the train with his dad. And he also found himself thinking about the day he found his dad, lifeless after his stroke, his mother pounding helplessly on his chest; she went a few months later. Harry was left with Dad’s toolkit but none of the tools could fix him. There was no explanation, life just went on: for sixty-three years, fifty days, ten hours, three minutes, and fifty-four seconds.

      Back home, Maud was making Harry a milk pudding to eat, for when he felt better; it was her favourite, and a secret recipe to which she had added a tablespoon of Bristol Cream. Smith was wrapping a plated-up Sunday roast – Mohammed, and the mountain and all that – and was planning to drop in on the old curmudgeon to make sure he was okay. He was taking his eldest son, Max, to meet him; Max was studying for his engineering chartership and happened to have a special interest in steam engines. The Miniature Steam Railway Committee had placed on their agenda a Sunday evening meeting to decide if the website would benefit from the formation of a subcommittee dedicated specifically to its execution, and had despatched the new deputy chair, Jim Scanlon, to go and see Harry and smooth the way. They all arrived within minutes of each other and found Maud tidying Harry’s flat, as she had done weekly for years, and they took comfort in talking about steam trains over heaped spoons of milk pudding late into the night. On the way out, Max placed the final piece into Harry’s jigsaw and Smith noticed a book with Scanlon’s name written on a post-it, in Harry’s scrawl, tacked to the corner: Cybersecurity and Modern Warfare.

      They closed the front door gently behind them and Smith noticed how beautifully easily the hinges swung. Then it started to rain again.
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