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Editorial Commentary

circa: Ben Payne

As the editor of a small press webzine, I am frequently asked where I get my 

ideas.

The answer, of course, is that I don’t. I haven’t had an idea since 1977, 

when a small starling flew over my house in the middle of the night and 

unknowingly inspired the seventeen book epic travelogue that dominated my 

output during the eighties. Titled  Around the general area of Raceview,  it 

recounted my travels in and around the suburbs where I was born, walking 

to and from the shop, in what one critic described as “laborious and tepid 

detail”. Without a dictionary handy, I can only assume this was high praise 

indeed.

But publishing other peoples’ stories isn’t all about me. No, really, that’s kind 

of you, but it’s not. One of the things I’m increasingly asked since Moonlight 

Tudor began publishing is “Where do you get other peoples’ ideas from?”

There’s no one simple answer. There are, though, two simple answers. 

Firstly, I get them while washing my dog, Psychic Imbalance the Third. Often 

PItT will bark loudly into my ear with his suds-filled slobber, and the resultant 

trickle down into my lower ear leads to a kind of epiphany of either wisdom 

or earache, depending on the consistency. 



The other place I get ideas for other peoples’ stories is while reading other 

peoples’  stories.  In  days  past,  this  is  what’s  known  as  the  grandfather 

paradox, based on the notion that if you travel into the future and marry 

your  own  grandfather,  the  offspring  will  then  sire  a  child  whose  nostril 

contains the remains of a shrunken universe. Or something like that; the 

precise details are presumably irrelevant.

Which brings us to this, the latest, most popular issue of Midnight Tuber. In 

these  “stories”  you  will  find  mayhem,  mystery  and  fast  cars.  At  least  I 

assume that is what you will find; these days all the “actual” editing is of 

course automated, and I spend the bulk of my time on message boards on 

the “Intertube”, loudly complaining about the lack of awards I have received 

for my minimal output, and penning bizarre, unsupportable political diatribes 

about the situation in Upper Stockholm.

I trust that this explanation has answered the question succinctly.

With all this in mind, I hope that you enjoy this issue of “The Tuber”, or, if 

you are reading this editorial last, that you will enjoy it in the past when the 

universe contracts. 

Now. Supper!



The Accession of Stinky

Tracie McBride

“Something followed me home again.”  Alicia slung her school bag in the corner of 

the room and headed straight for the fridge.

It had been a long time since something had followed her home.  Now that 

Alicia  was  nearing  seventeen,  Diane  thought  that  she'd  stopped  bringing  home 

strays.

“Where is it?” Diane asked.

Alicia held a drumstick in one hand and an apple in the other.  She waved the 

drumstick like a negligent conductor.  “Outside the front door.” 

Diane  sighed.  She  was  the  one  who  fed  and  fussed  over  the  things, 

overcompensating for her daughter's indifference to the besotted creatures.  She 

always wanted to keep them, but her husband would never allow them in the house. 

Anyway, they were always gone by morning, often without a trace but occasionally 

leaving little mementoes of fur or feathers or scales.  The last one had left a large 

puddle of viscous black goo on the doorstep, as if it had dissolved there in the night. 

She opened the door.

“Oh, it's so....ew.”  

Even with her hyperactive mothering instinct, Diane wasn't tempted to keep 

this one.  

It was bigger than the others, about the size of a labrador.  Several large 

yellowing fangs jutted up from its lower jaw.  Its eyes were set wide on either side of 

a  squat  skull,  and  they  seemed  to  roll  independently  of  each  other  in  rheumy 

sockets.  Large black warty bumps covered its dun-coloured hide. As it caught sight 



of  Alicia  coming  up  behind  her,  it  began  to  drool  with  excitement,  its  breath 

labouring through flattened nostrils.  Its paddle-like tail thumped vigorously, sending 

up dust clouds from the door mat.

“It's lovely, isn't it?” said Alicia sarcastically.  “I think I'm going to call him 

Stinky.”  Alicia crouched and offered the creature the drumstick.  It extruded a long 

slimy tongue and used it like a prehensile limb to take it from her.  Shards of bone 

fell like crumbs from either side of its mouth as it ate.

“You call all of them Stinky.”  

But Alicia was already walking away.  

#

“What the fuck is that thing guarding the front door?  It wouldn't let me in.”  Tim 

tracked mud in from the back yard across Diane's freshly mopped kitchen floor. He 

grabbed a beer from the fridge and stood at the kitchen bench taking long pulls from 

the bottle. 

“Just something that followed Alicia home from school.”  Diane refrained from 

stating the obvious – he was late again, and his dinner was slowly cooling on the 

table.

“You're still bringing home strays?  Thought you'd stopped all that shit.”

Alicia shrugged.  Tim slid into his seat and looked sideways at his daughter as 

he loaded his plate from the serving dishes in the centre of the table.

“And while we're on the subject of growing up, don't you think it's about time 

you stopped wearing pigtails?  It was cute when you were five.  Now it's just...”  He 

trailed off, looking to Diane for back-up.   “You know what I mean, don't you?”

They were used to Tim's ritual; he had to spend the first ten minutes or so 

after returning home from work complaining and criticizing before he could settle 

into the role of loving husband and father. Alicia slowly batted her lashes at her 

father, once, twice, her face a serene mask. 



Diane studied her daughter.  As was the fashion amongst Alicia's peers, she 

wore  her  school  uniform cut  perilously  short,  the  hem barely  covering her  butt. 

Diane had been jokingly calling her the Perpetual Motion Machine since she was a 

baby; right now she was jiggling one long, lean, tanned leg under the table.  Her 

breasts strained against the fabric of her blouse, and no wonder, Diane thought – it 

was last season's.  Diane made a mental note to buy her the next size up.

She looks like a stripper in a naughty school girl  costume, Diane thought. 

She pushed the image aside.   “How was your  day?” she  said  to  Tim,  pointedly 

changing the subject.  

He grunted and pointed towards the front door.  “Just make sure you get rid 

of that thing tomorrow.”

#

Diane studied herself naked in the mirror.  Had she been as gorgeous as Alicia when 

she was seveneen?  She had a feeling that she had, but looking at her sagging chin, 

her crow's feet and frown lines, her flabby belly and flaccid breasts, it was hard to 

remember.  I look like I'm melting, she thought, and suppressed a hysterical giggle.

Some days she felt like Sleeping Beauty's stepmother, seething with jealousy 

whilst her child grew more beautiful every day.  On other days, she was the victim, 

and Alicia the villain, sucking her life force from her to augment her own and leaving 

her mother a dried up husk.  Perhaps I should dig out some old photos, she thought. 

Her memories could be playing tricks on her.  If she were to look back on her youth 

and find that she had in fact been plain, it would make her aging easier to bear; she 

need not mourn the loss of something she never had.

#

Stinky was still there in the morning.  It appeared to have grown a little overnight. 

And,  if  such  a  thing  were  possible,  it  had  become even uglier.   Alicia  absently 

scratched it behind one of its scabby ears as she left for school.  Tim exited via the 



back  door.   He  refrained  from commenting  on  it  when  he  returned  that  night, 

focusing instead on the blown light  bulb  in  the hallway and the dirtiness of  the 

kitchen floor.  The week came and went, and it appeared that Stinky had succeeded 

where  all  the  others  had  failed;  through  a  combination  of  its  persistence  and 

everyone else's apathy, it had inveigled its way into the family.  

Diane didn't know how it was getting so big.  She hadn't seen anyone in the 

household feed it, and there was no conspicuous plundering of groceries to suggest 

that Alicia was sneaking it food.  And she didn't think it was getting nourishment 

elsewhere either; it spent all its time squatting like a gargoyle on their doorstep.  It 

moved only to let Alicia or Diane through, or to defecate in a corner of the garden. 

Alicia was spending a little time with it now, stopping after school for a few minutes 

to pet it and talk to it while it salivated happily on her shoes.  Maybe that's all the 

nourishment it needs, Diane thought.  Or, more likely, it was sneaking out to hunt 

while  they  slept.   She  imagined  it  loping  down  the  road,  its  jaws  closing  on 

someone's pet cat, the flying fur and agonised squeal as it dismembered its victim, 

and her stomach turned.

#

Diane woke with a start.  She could have sworn she’d heard a noise. She shuffled 

through the dark to the kitchen to get a glass of water.  Something tugged at her 

awareness, and she crossed to the front lounge to draw back a corner of a curtain 

and peer out. 

Stinky stood with its paws on the top of the gate.  Its head was thrown back, 

its throat muscles working in a silent howl.  It must have been calling at frequency 

beyond the range of human hearing; although she could not hear it, she could feel it, 

vibrating in her bones.  Her heart raced, her mouth flooded with saliva, the hair on 

the back of  her neck stood erect,  and so did her nipples, grazing uncomfortably 

against her nightgown.  She went back to bed and lay awake for what seemed like 



hours.  When she finally fell asleep, she dreamt of King Stinky summoning his army. 

She dreamt that she watched from the top of a tall medieval tower as hundreds of 

lesser Stinkys ran through suburban streets to congregate at her door.  What do 

they want? her subconscious whispered.  Perhaps if she were to add her howl to King 

Stinky's, they could find the strength to break down the door, and they could be 

upon her in minutes.  The thought filled her with a disconcerting mixture of dread 

and arousal.

#

Stinky's siren song must have affected Alicia as well. Either that, or she was coming 

down with something.  She looked pale and felt feverish when Diane pressed the 

back of her hand to her forehead.  

“Go back to bed,” Diane said.  “I've got to go to work today, but you can ring 

me if you really need me.”

Even Stinky looked worn out.  It dozed on the doorstep and barely looked up 

when Diane walked past it  on her way out.   It  had become almost as big as a 

lioness, so it was forced to sprawl in an awkward position with its head and front 

paws on the door mat, its body on the stairs and its back paws scraping the path.  

Lucky  bastard,  thought  Diane.  I  wish  I  had the  luxury  of  sleeping  it  off. 

Several  cups  of  coffee  did  nothing  to  clear  the  cobwebs  from  her  head.  She 

convinced herself that Alicia needed looking after and left work two hours early.  She 

stopped at the supermarket on the way home, wandered the aisles aimlessly, and 

ended up leaving with just a king size block of chocolate and a magazine.  Sod it, 

she thought, Tim can pick up takeaway on the way home.

She was dimly aware that something had changed when she got home, but it 

wasn't until  she was three paces inside the house that she realised what it was. 

Stinky was not on the doorstep.  A quick check out the back confirmed that it wasn't 

there either.  There were sounds coming from Alicia's bedroom, muffled through the 



not-quite-closed door.  Diane heard a feminine voice, giggling, and an unidentifiable 

noise  that  was  like  a  hybrid  purr-growl-slurp.   She  lingered at  the  door,  alarm 

mounting,  as  the  giggles  gave  way  to  the  unmistakable  sound  of  a  woman 

approaching orgasm.

Diane slowly pushed the door open with her fingertips and took a step into 

the room.  Alicia lay naked on her bed, her eyes squeezed shut, oblivious to her 

mother's  presence.   Stinky  crouched  between  her  spread-eagled  legs,  its  agile 

tongue working furiously between them.  Alicia arched her back and spasmed with 

one last breathless scream, then collapsed back onto the bed.  Stinky crept up to 

nuzzle first one nipple, then the other, and came to rest with its full body length 

pressed against hers.  Alicia caressed its bumpy head.

“I  love  you,  Stinky,”  she  whispered.   With  her  lungs  compressed  under 

Stinky's weight, she sounded how Diane imagined Stinky would talk, if it could.

Diane's mouth worked soundlessly.  That's not love, she wanted to shout, 

that's...

Stinky's eyes rolled in her direction, its mouth open wide as if it were grinning 

at her.  

Go on, it seemed to say, why don't you tell her what it really is.
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A Strange Encounter, With Clocks and Wax and Wishes

S. K. Gilman

We were in a room with clocks and they were dripping. "Make a wish," my guide 

said. His hands twisted around and around until his wrists dropped off the ends of his 

arms, and they scuttled off into separate corners.

I closed my eyes and I didn't know what to wish for. This place wasn't really 

for me. I only got here by accident – I was in an old abandoned bookstore and I 

asked the man behind the counter, on a whim, if he knew where there was a clock. I 

didn't mean anything by it, but he said I wanted to see the man in the basement and 

pointed me towards a narrow staircase that smelled like my grandmother's house, 

sharp cat piss and thick dust. And I went down because I had nothing else to do, 

because I'm between jobs and between homes and between girlfriends, and the man 

in  the  basement  looked  me up  and  down and  asked  if  I  knew what  the  three 

sweetest things were, and the three bitterest things, and I said no both times. And 

he asked me what I was doing, and I said looking for a clock. But when I said clock I 

meant "something that I don't have, something reliable, something that isn't going 

to change and has a reason for being where it is and what it is." 

And he shrugged, then put on his hat, which was a top hat with a half-melted 

candle stuck to the brim in front, and lit the candle and we walked back into the 

darkness. I don't know how long we walked, but I got hungry and my feet hurt, and 

I had to take a piss so bad I hurt with every step. I stopped in the darkness and 

pissed. There was a gutter thing off to one side, just at the edge of my guide's 

candle light, with a thin trickle of something foul-smelling threading its way through 

the channel. Something in the darkness skittered, and chuckled low and deep. 



I stuck close to my guide after that.

And we came to the room with clocks. It was bright in the room, so bright 

that the candle looked small and pathetic. My guide didn't extinguish it, though it 

was  close  to  reaching the  hat  brim now.  There  were  long dried  trickles  of  wax 

hanging off into his face.

The  clocks  were  what  made  the  light.  They  glowed,  and  stretched  and 

dripped, luminescent faces distorting. Some of them were going the right way – 

others were going backwards.

"Make a wish" my guide said. And I didn't know what to wish for. I didn't 

know what the rules were, and I didn't know what would happen if I made the wrong 

wish.  The  wrong  choice.  I  didn't  even  know  how  I'd  gotten  here.  That  always 

happens – I never have any direction. People say this is the best part of my life, 

being able to go anywhere, do anything, get a job in any field I want. It's not. It's 

like playing with warm wax and even though it doesn't matter now what ugly shape 

you push it into, it's going to harden soon, before you know it, and then you'll be 

stuck.

"What would you wish for?" I asked him.

"I would wish for three things," my guide said. "I would wish for my wife to 

return from Poland and bring my daughter with her, because I never said goodbye to 

her. I would wish for a full night's sleep. I would wish that the moon turned into a 

large copper disc  and fell  onto South America,  shattering itself  upon the Andes, 

creating craters, and sending the Earth into a new Ice Age." Absentmindedly, he 

knocked off a few solid drips of the wax from his hat with the stumps of his wrists 

and they fell towards the clocks. The clocks stretched out until their luminous faces 

devoured the wax.

"Could that really happen? How can it?"

He stretched out his wrists until  they were pointing to three forty five, or 



maybe it was nine fifteen. "How can you stand here and doubt anything I tell you?"

"Where did your hands go?"

"Schenectady. Timbuktu. The dumpster, to find more clocks. We'll wake them 

up from their sleep and they'll come into their true form." He crouched down on the 

mucky ground and tilted his head to look up at me. The flame now lying in a pool of 

wax wobbled and flickered, but didn't go out. "Wish," he said. "The clocks go around 

and around, but you've only got so much time."

"I wanted a clock," I told him. "Do you think I should just wish for that? 

Would it be safe?"

He shook his head. "Clocks and people are the two most dangerous things in 

the world. You want something reliable, don't you? Something that isn't going to 

change? Something you don't have?"

I nodded. I hoped he wouldn't look inside my head like that anymore, or if he 

did that he'd pull out something more useful than the nebulous desires I already 

knew about – a solution, a new desire, a new problem.

"You could have my shoes," he said. "They never change. Or my hat – it's 

reliable. And my wife – she's something you don't have. She's something nobody 

has."

I wanted to say, I just wanted a clock, but I knew he wouldn't give me one. 

The clocks were growing dimmer and sliding away, and I suspected that even if I 

wanted a clock – and I wasn't sure I did – they didn't want me. So finally I just 

shrugged yes. Or maybe it was defeat. Either way, he understood.

"You'll have to take them yourself," he said. "My hands haven't come back 

yet."

He  stood  up  and  I  knelt  down  on  the  ground  before  him,  loosening  his 

shoelaces and tugging off one shoe, then the other. They were heavy brown wingtips 

encrusted in mud an inch thick, but when I took off my shoes and slid my feet inside 



they were warm and dry. Every step in those shoes felt like an avalanche.

My guide stood in his stocking feet  on the damp grimy floor,  and waited 

patiently for me to finish.

I pulled the hat off his head, the dried wax shattering and clattering with the 

rough motion, and placed it on mine. "There are candles and matches in my coat 

pocket," my guide said. "You can have those too."

I  reached into his pockets and took the stubs and the matches. My hand 

brushed against a long cold chain, with a weight at the end of it. "That's the third 

thing," he said. "My wife. Our wedding ring."

I  put  the chain around my neck and the ring swung over my heart.  The 

matches went into my pocket – the candlestubs, all but one, into the other pocket. 

The last candlestub I put on the brim of my hat, settled it into the cooling wax, and 

lit it.

The clocks had slunk away,  or  maybe just  gone out,  and it  was just  me 

standing there with my guide as he shivered and stood in his stocking feet. "You can 

have my job,  too,"  he said.  "I'm staying here.  Until  they grant  my wishes,  I'm 

staying here."

"Should I  bring you food?"  I  said.  "Or blankets?"  The thought of  walking 

through the darkness didn't scare me anymore. Maybe it was the hat.

He shook his head. "I'll be rebuilt," he whispered. "Out of the dumpsters. I'll 

grant my own wishes."

His  hands  came  scuttling  out  of  the  darkness  again.  They'd  latched 

themselves to a kid's red wagon. It was filled with cogs and gears and numbers, 

clock faces and wooden frames.

I said goodbye to him and turned to go away as his hands began to clamber 

around him. 

"There are flights from Poland every three or four days," he called after me. 



"Go to the airport and look for them."

At the edge of the tunnel that had brought us here, I looked over my shoulder 

at him. He stood outlined by the clocks' luminescence, very still, oh so still, as his 

hands peeled the flesh from his calves and attached cogs and gears in its place. He 

didn't seem to be in pain.

S.K. Gilman is a Clarion graduate, polyglot and travelling enthusiast. Her fiction has appeared in 
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England.



Vampire Boyfriend

Carmen Lau

My vampire boyfriend is a shriveled mess. No matter how much blood I bring him, he 

keeps withering. His skin feels like damp, crumpled-up tissue paper, like a birthday 

gift dumped open and pawed through. “Kathleen,” he rasps, “save me.” I forget why 

I ever decided to be with him. He was never that handsome; he’s always smelled like 

used coins and nosebleeds. When I met him he looked like a bloated corpse because 

he basically was one, but somehow, my heart cracked open and he seeped in. Now 

I’m stuck bringing him bottles of blood, cradling his head in my lap and listening to 

him suck eagerly at the hot remnants of murdered life. It occurs to me that he’s 

eaten so many people over so many centuries, and still he’s never made anything of 

himself. Give this man immortality, and what does he do?  Hide in the shadows at 

bars, eyeing girls hundreds of years too young for him. But every month I open my 

legs wide for him, let him lick out all that makes me still feel like a living woman. 

Every night I bite my tongue and dribble my love into his gaping mouth. Every hour 

of my wasting life I am aware how stupid I am, but have you ever seen a vampire? 

They are  the  ugliest  things;  the most  secret  and the  most  old.  There’s  nothing 

beautiful about them, inside or out, nothing to love at all – but how you’d wish there 

were, how you’d wait every second for some hint of goodness, if you knew one.  

Carmen Lau is currently living in Berkeley, CA. Her stories can be found in Contrary, Gigantic, 

Shimmer Magazine, Fairy Tale Review, Prick of the Spindle and Hayden's Ferry Review.



No One Knows Anything

Patricia Russo

No one knows anything.  It’s all guesses and suppositions.  This is a truth we learn 

as children.  Strangers come to our city to study this truth, which they call  our 

philosophy, or cultural ethos, or belief system, depending on the academic discipline 

they follow.  They bring money, and spend it in our markets, so we try not to laugh 

when we spot one, so young and earnest (they are all young and earnest), on the 

street.

What can they study?

There was a woman who knotted string, and each knot she tied brought one 

of the sugar-and-kitchen-scrapings candies she boiled in her old rusty pot to shape 

itself into a perfect roundness.  The bigger the knot, the larger the candy, but they 

were all uniformly round, as if they’d cooled in a mold.  So she said.  The string-

knotting didn’t do anything to improve how the sweets tasted, but they looked very 

nice.

There was another woman, who cut out circles of cardboard and soaked them 

in vinegar, then placed them between metal discs, and treated many people with the 

magic of acid and copper and zinc.  Folks admitted the procedure was painful, but 

she had an ocean of loyal clients.

There was a man who picked up plastic forks in the street – only forks – and 

washed them very carefully.  This made the birds happy, he said.  What purpose it 

served to make the birds happy, he would never discuss.  He’d shake his head, very 

slightly, if he was asked; his eyes wore a sad expression.

Then there was my cousin Ugo.  He wasn’t truly my cousin – his mother’s 



brother had married my father’s sister, so the only kin connection between us was a 

handful of first cousins in common.  But none of them could stand him, and a couple 

of times I’d bailed him out of jail,  so even after he stopped talking to people to 

concentrate on the duty of saving the world, he’d say hello to me, sometimes.  

The thing about Ugo was that he smelled.  He smelled even before he started 

arranging pebbles in order to maintain the balance of reality.  It wasn’t sweat, or 

urine, exactly, that he stank of.  More like mold, a dank, mushroomy sort of odor. 

Once smelled, never forgotten.  You could tell Ugo had been in a room hours after 

he’d left.  

When he was young, his parents went to an old woman who cupped water. 

Cup water for our son, they asked, so that he smells like a good boy.  The old 

woman did, and for a while Ugo smelled like nothing at all, but after she died, his 

parents couldn’t find anyone else who cupped water the way she did.  My mother 

said it was nothing to do with cupping water at all, unless you were talking about 

bathtub water, and that Ugo was just one of those people who needed to wash two 

or three times a day.  

“Hello,”  Ugo  said  to  me  one  day,  on  Hinson  Street,  a  block  down  from 

Consolation Boulevard.  He was crouching on the sidewalk, playing with little bits of 

rock.  Even in the open air, his stink was impressive.  I’d seen him as I’d crossed the 

street, and had been hoping he’d be too engrossed in his stone play to notice me.

“Hi, how’s it going,” I said, slowing down as a courtesy, but edging past him. 

“Got an appointment–”

“I’m saving the world.”

“Yeah.  Heard about that.”  Half the city had, this new thing, the odiferous 

man with his little stones.  It was difficult to take a man who stank seriously, but the 

people of the city had long practice at living with maybes.

He looked up, and grinned.  “See this, and this?”  He pointed at two small 



rocks that seemed pretty much the same to me.  Roundish, grayish, about the size 

of  a  kiddie’s  marble.   He’d  probably  dug  them  out  of  a  stranger’s  garden,  or 

excavated them from one of the more secluded areas of Adams Park.  There were 

still bits of dirt clinging to them.  And the ones he pointed at were two out of maybe 

twenty or more he’d arranged on the sidewalk.  

“Um, cool,” I said.

“The  world  is  safe  today,”  he  told  me,  not  with  pride,  but  with  a  quiet 

satisfaction.

“That’s good.”

“Tomorrow, though, I don’t know.”

“Well, we never do know about tomorrow, do we?”  I didn’t really have an 

appointment.  I was just taking a walk, because a doctor told me to walk one hour 

every day to keep my blood pressure in check.  The hand-rubber who kept a stall at 

the Friday market told me that was nonsense, all I needed to do was light a match 

every night and let it burn down until it touched my fingertips, but I’d thought I’d 

give the doctor’s guess a shot first.

“Tomorrow’s going to be a bad day.”

“You know this.”  Of course he didn’t know.  No one knows anything.  He 

supposed, and went forward on that supposition.

“Oh, yes.”  Ugo nodded firmly.  “Could be the end day, if we don’t make the 

pattern big enough.”

I should have caught on to that we.  I really should have.

“And on top of that,” he went on, “it’s going to rain.”

“Can’t stop the rain.”

“Sure you can.  Not that I’m going to, naturally.  That’s not my charge.”

“Probably you should bring an umbrella, then.”

“No time.”  He stood up and brushed off his knees.  He gazed down at his 



arrangement of pebbles, which looked random to me, just the same as if he’d thrown 

a big handful of rocks down on the sidewalk and let them bounce and skip wherever 

they would.  He nodded.  “This’ll do.  Now we need to get started for tomorrow.”

I heard that we the second time.  Damn it, I thought.  “Nice to see you, Ugo, 

and you’re doing great work here, really, but I have to get going now.”

“Tomorrow will be a very bad day.  If you don’t help me, I’m afraid I won’t be 

able to do it alone.”  

Light a bonfire on the highest hill, and the sun will  return from its winter 

withdrawal.

Put coins in a vending machine and push a lever, and you get a can of soda.

Maybe.

Who knows.  The sun might return anyway.  The can of pop might clatter out 

of the machine in any case.  We make our best guesses, and try to get through the 

day.

“Ugo, this isn’t my charge.  I don’t have a charge.  Never had one.”  And had 

been glad of that, all my life.

“I know,” he said.  “But if you don’t help me, who will?”  He pushed his hair 

back, and gazed at me steadily.

He was right about that.  He had no friends, and no family who would have 

anything to do with him.  I didn’t know where he lived, but I knew how he ate:  the 

people of the city dropped sandwiches and candy bars and wrapped fruit and such 

behind him while he was engaged on his enterprise.  There was a bag of roasted 

nuts on the pavement a couple of inches from his left foot at that very moment.  The 

people of the city are tolerant.  I wondered if the foreign students took note of that, 

how uncertainty nurtures tolerance, forbearance.

But tolerance travels only so far.

Ugo kept looking at me.



“Just this one time,” I said.  “Right?  You’re not going to be calling me every 

day to come help you find rocks.  Right?”

“I promise,” he said.

So we hunted stones.  All afternoon, all night.  I’d been correct – he raided 

gardens.  A number of homeowners saw us, but said nothing.  I smiled and shrugged 

at them, and they turned away.  Forbearance, again. Ugo never spoke, except to 

me.  I’d been right about the park, too.  We headed there, after gathering a couple 

of sackfuls of stones, sometime after moonrise.

“You know this isn’t the safest place to be at night.”

“There is risk,” he said.  “But the task outweighs it.”

We spent hours in the park.  It was like Ugo could see in the dark, or could 

sniff out the particular pebble he needed.  The sacks grew fuller, grew heavier, grew 

larger than they had been when we had started to fill them.  That the sacks grew 

larger did not disturb me, though it did disturb me, slightly, that I was not disturbed. 

But caught up in his charge, it seemed a trivial matter.  In any case, the sacks might 

have become larger even without the loads of stones we placed inside them.

Midnight passed, and it was tomorrow.  I thought he would stop then, and begin on 

the placing of the stones, but he didn’t.  We kept hunting the park.

I wasn’t hungry.  I should have been.  I wasn’t thirsty.  I should have been.  I 

wasn’t tired.  Now this did begin to worry me.

“Ugo, shouldn’t we be tired by now?”

He didn’t answer.

Something else bothered me.  It hadn’t rained, and it wasn’t raining, not even 

a sprinkle.  So Ugo had been wrong about that.

But if a person’s wrong about one thing, it does not follow that he or she is 

wrong about everything.

And simply because someone smells like decaying mushrooms, it does not 



follow that his charge is ridiculous.

Of course, it does not follow that it isn’t, either.

Finally, as the sky was just starting to gray, we left the park.  Ugo led the 

way to Consolation Boulevard.  I carried the sacks.  They were heavy, and still I 

wasn’t tired.

We set the stones, in patterns only Ugo could perceive, over an entire city 

block.  Covered it completely.  People who wanted to walk there had to cross to the 

other side, but no one complained.  The placing of the pebbles took hours, as well. 

Ugo handed me stones and pointed to where he wanted them set, but he did most of 

the precise arrangements and adjustments himself.  The sun was high when Ugo 

placed the last stone, leaned back on his haunches, and sighed.

And I still wasn’t tired, or thirsty, or hungry.

“Is it done?”

He didn’t reply.

“Ugo, I wish you would say something.”

“How could you give up this delight?” he murmured, and then stood up, and 

stretched, and smiled at me.  And then he walked away.

That  was  several  weeks  ago.   I  haven’t  seen  him  since.   But  the  world 

continues.  I do not know if it is because of Ugo.  I do not know if it isn’t.

I do not know what I will do if Ugo breaks his promise and calls on me to help 

him again.

I go to work, I do my laundry, I buy groceries, and occasionally have dinner 

with friends.  I get through each day, as we all do, knowing nothing for sure, trying 

not to laugh at the students of philosophy with their field trials and conferences, 

notepads and research projects, or at least not to do so in front of them.  It’s true 

that there is no certainty in this, our six-sided world, but there’s no need to hurt 

people’s feelings.  My mother taught me that, and I have always believed it.  And if I 



am wrong, there is no harm in erring on the side of kindness.  That is my guess, and 

I go forward with it.

Some of Patricia Russo's stories can be found online at Fantasy, Chizine, Daily SF, and Dog vs. 

Sandwich.  Her first collection, Shiny Thing, is forthcoming from Papaveria Press.



Transformation of Mr. Toad

J.M. McDermott

 

I encountered a toad in the dark, on the pathway of the apartment complex. I nearly 

stepped on him, which was – I confess – mortifying. I don’t like to step on anyone if 

I can avoid it. It’s very rude. As I was trying very hard not to be rude, I introduced 

myself to the toad, and struck up a conversation with him. 

“Mr. Toad, what are you doing in the middle of the walkway in the dark where 

anyone who is not looking down might step on you.” 

Mr. Toad gruffly replied, “'Tis a small price to pay, being stepped on, for all 

this warmth. Concrete holds so much heat in the night. It warms my cold blood like a 

hot stone. Until I can find my one, true love, I won’t have any other heat this cool 

night.” 

“But, why not find a stone?” I said, “This is a dangerous place, with stiletto 

heels  and  dogs  that  have  spent  long  hours  cooped  up  in  small  apartments. 

Goodness, my wife never leaves the apartment without her Doc Martens. She could 

wound you without even feeling the bump!” 

“Ah,” said Mr. Toad, “That is exactly what I am doing right precisely here. You 

see, if a woman finds me and kisses me, I turn into an accountant.* As for the dogs, 

they might love me in their way. If a dog kisses me, I become an angel. An angel is 

a far better thing to be than a lonely toad.” 

I agreed with the toad. I bowed to him before stepping around him, on my 

way into my apartment. I thought nothing of this moment. I thought of  work; I 

thought of a book I was reading; I thought about my own true love, my wife. She 

was  from Germany,  and was  making apple  strudel  tonight.  It  was her  mother’s 



recipe. Also, I had to feed her cat, lest the cat negotiate away some of my strudel. 

Cats are very persuasive creatures, after all. 

After a few days had passed since my encounter with Mr Toad, I had long 

forgotten about him until  I nearly stepped on a moth on the landing outside my 

apartment. The concrete was an excellent disguise for the mottled black and gray 

creature. I was lucky I had noticed the creature in time not to step on it. I bent over 

and investigated. The black and gray bump, with a feathery texture, was like a rock 

carved from cotton. It was beautiful. I asked the creature if I could take a picture. 

The moth said, plainly, "No." 

I recognized the voice. "Mr. Toad, is that you?" 

"I was a toad, once. Now, I am a moth. Please, call me Mr. Moth." 

"How on earth did you become a moth? I thought you were trying to become 

an accountant or an angel!" 

"Ah,  of  course I  remember  my youth,  before  this  transformation,  when I 

sought out the love of a woman or the love of a dog. Alas, I was a fool. I discovered, 

instead, the love of a cat. A wicked Siamese as large as a bobcat wanders these 

halls,  too.  It  found  me  lurking  for  love.  It  gently  rubbed  my back,  and  purred 

rapturous nothings into my ear. I followed the cat into the bushes where the wicked 

creature carved me open. The wicked feline extracted everything from me except for 

my bones. This, alone, should have killed me. However, cats do not like to kill their 

victims.  Even after  all  my bones  had been stripped,  I  was still  alive.  The cat  - 

playfully - re-fashioned me into a moth. These feathery strips you see are actually 

cartilage that was sliced to ribbons. These dark eyes are empty of all but my soul. All 

these black  spaces  in  my mottled  wings  are,  in  truth,  an  absence.  This  perfect 

camouflage of concrete is mostly due to the holes all through me, that show concrete 

through the wings." 

"This is terrible! Poor creature, is there anything I can do for you?" 



"No," he said, "I will just wait here. I have learned many new things as a 

moth. For instance, moths don't come from caterpillars. Moths are the product of 

housecats that carve moths from the living bones of prey. We are, all of us, works of 

extreme craftsmanship. Every winter - when moths seem to die - we are collected up 

into a grand exhibition and a team of elder cats choose the finest, most beautiful 

moths  and  reward  the  winner  with  a  piece  of  very  stinky  cheese.  The  wicked 

Siamese  has  me  under  close  surveillance  lest  some  bird  find  me  before  the 

masquerade ball. I am, frankly, terrified of him. If you see him, can you please run 

over him with your car?" 

"Oh, no, I could never do such a horrible thing." 

"Oh, well. Thank you for your company, good sir. I do not know what moths 

become when beautiful women kiss them. I wait here, patiently, hoping to discover 

that I have become an actor, a musician, an artist, or some other kind of beautiful, 

broken soul. Dogs don't seem to notice me, though. I suspect this is due to some 

interspecies politics that I do not quite grasp, or else some magic feline spell." 

"Cats are, assuredly, magical creatures, Mr. Moth. I am very sorry for you. 

Yet, I am also hopeful that some lovely woman will come along and kiss you into 

your new, healed life. May I take your photo, and maybe a woman will find your 

picture and fall  in love? You are, truly,  beautiful even if  such beauty came at a 

price."

"No, good sir. I do not want the wicked cat's craftsmanship on display for all 

the world to see. Besides, I can see you do not have your camera with you right 

now, and you'd have to go inside and inconvenience yourself. This would, I suspect, 

make you late for whatever thing you are in such a rush to attend in that jacket and 

tie. Might I suggest changing out of jeans into good, old-fashioned slacks?" 

"I  appreciate  the  advice,  Mr.  Moth,  but  this  is  appropriate  attire  for  my 

current function. I feel sorry for you, sir, and I wish you all the best. I will respect 



your desire not to be photographed." 

I bowed to the moth. He bowed to me as best he could in his condition. He 

spread his wings and flew away, away, away. 

When I got home that night, I sought out my wife's cat and asked about the 

sad story of Mr Toad who had become Mr Moth. My wife's cat, just like my wife, was 

born in Germany, and spent her whole life in the confines of our apartment now that 

we have moved to America, with my employment. 

The cat said to me, some in German some in English, that in her country, cats 

do not do such awful things. 

I asked her what cats in Germany do. 

She said that they prefer to sculpt their victims into flowers. The timing has to 

be just right, or else the bulb will burst open too soon into a bloom, and die in the 

frost. 

Each breed of cat is  assigned a different flower, in Germany. There is no 

competition. There is only punishment to those that neglect their duties. She was 

taken from her mother too soon to learn the true art. She tries their best in the 

apartment, though, carefully measuring her blows against spider, lizard, and bug. 

She’s trying to make peonies, because that is what their mother taught them. 

Sometimes,  she  practices  on paper  towels  or  Kleenex,  trying  to  get  that 

perfect rumpled puff of the peony just right. 

I gave the cat a box of Kleenex, and I marveled at her mastery. 

When my wife came home for dinner, I told her the story of Mr. Moth. Then she 

kissed me,  and I  turned into  a dishwasher.  This  happens  a lot,  I  have noticed. 

Fortunately,  such  transformations  are  not  permanent  once  one  has  become  a 

human. 

*As we all know, upon kissing: frogs turn into princes; toads turn into accountants; 



snakes turn into thieves; lizards turn into insurance agents; rats turn into trash 

collectors; dogs turn into soldiers; cats, of course, turn into nothing at all for what  

else could they possibly desire to be? 

J M McDermott is the author of Never Knew Another,  Last Dragon, and Maze. He lives east of 

Atlanta in a maze of bookshelves, empty coffee cups and crazy schemes.



The Nighthouse

Megan Arkenberg

It wouldn't be so bad, she thinks, if it weren't for the birds. If she couldn't hear them 

chirrup-chirrup-ing or twit-tweeter-twit-ing through the bedroom wall. If she couldn't 

feel  the  bright  moist  slurping  as  they  filled  their  plump  red-feather  bellies  with 

worms.

She tried to see them once. Waited behind the pineapple-curtained kitchen 

window until she heard them chittering in the bird-tree outside. She leapt up, tore 

the curtain aside, stared out into the cool and quiet. Looked up, saw nothing but the 

far-receding stars. Nothing but the Night. 

#

The Night.

When he rolled over to her, his naked velvet skin as dark as the darkness, his 

white-rimmed eyes like a pair of dawn streetlamps about to flicker out. When he 

smelled like morning, hot and moist and bright. When he rumbled something to her, 

rumbled the way other men would whisper, and she flung her arm across her face, 

too tired to listen.

The Night. The cold of her bed when he left the room, the pale brittle cold 

that comes from absence. 

#

Sometimes she thinks the trains are the worst part. The tracks split out around the 

house, and she swears the both of 'em fill together like a forked gutter in the rain. 

The trains come when she's settling down for tea, or filling the tub for her bath, or 

lighting a pale cigarette over the kitchen sink; she hears the shrill announcing blast 



in the distance and watches the pineapple-curtains for a sudden backlight, a stream 

of molten gold playing out there in the darkness. It never comes.

There is something unfair, she thinks, about a train sounding by in the pitch 

black. Blasting its horn but hiding its lights. Unfair, like day-rain without a rainbow. 

Biting a cigarette between her teeth, she strikes a match on the box and drops it, 

flickering, into the sink.

#

It rains. She hears the cool beads hammering on the roof like they too want to come 

in  out  of  the wet.  When the  wind blows,  some stray  droplets  slam against  the 

eastern windows. Once, though she knows better, she pulls the curtains back. The 

glass is dry and dark. 

#

Then there are the children. The clickity-slap of plastic jump ropes on concrete, the 

thump-thump-whoosh of  tiny  sneakered  feet.  The  scrape  of  sidewalk  chalk,  the 

tinkling of tricycle bells, the warm full rubbery  bounce of hand-me-down kickballs. 

Some days she thinks she can hear them giggling, whispering their infant secrets.

It  wouldn't  be so bad, she thinks, if  their mothers would call  them in for 

dinner. If they got sleepy and toddled home to bed.

One day, she promises herself, she will scream out the empty window—Don't 

you know what time it is? But she is afraid that if she does, they will never come 

back. 

#

The Night.

He stands in the doorway, shower-wet, his hair and clothes sticking flat to his 

body. He's soaped away his daylight-smell. "I'm going," he says. "I'll be back in the 

morning."

"Mm-hm." She rolls onto her side, facing the dark window.



"I love you, baby."

"Yeah."

"Aren’t you going to say goodbye?"

"You hush," she mumbles. "I’ll still be here when you get home."

A long pause. She waits to feel his warmth fill the bed beside her. It doesn’t.

"You promise?" he says.

"Yeah," she says, "I promise."

#

And she keeps that promise, doesn’t she? Still in that house, the pink house, the 

Nighthouse, up in the hills between the train tracks, the house with the pineapple-

curtains and the broad hopscotch sidewalks and the big bird-tree out front.  Still in 

that house, waiting for morning. I'm true, she thinks, I'm true as day follows night. 

True as day follows night. 

#

The worst part is the doorbell. The way it trips two tones together, sings out ba-by, 

ba-by while she comes running from the kitchen, rubbing at her eyes, combing her 

hair with her fingers. The way she hears his footsteps creaking on the doorstep as 

she fumbles with the lock.

"I'm still here," she says, flinging the door wide.

There's nobody there. Nothing but the far-receding stars. 

Megan Arkenberg is a student in Wisconsin. Her work has appeared in  Clarkesworld, Fantasy  

Magazine,  Strange  Horizons,  Ideomancer and  dozens  of  other  places.  She  procrastinates  by 

editing the online fantasy magazine Mirror Dance and the historical fiction e-zine Lacuna.



Afterward 
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