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MY LIFE IS A FILM I HAVEN’T YET WATCHED

MINER TOOTHACHE

I HAVE A TOOTHACHE, a terrible cross to bear implanted into my gum,
boring down deep almost into the maxilla. A small army of pickaxes are
working in my mouth, through every hour. My mouth opens to allow them
daylight, but when I shut off the sun, the miners refuse to down their tools. In
fact, at nighttime, they are quite voracious in their appetite for causing pain.
Perhaps they are descendants from the railway workers of old, hammering their
spikes into the land with the regularity of a slave song cadence.

My tongue brushes against the crevices of the coal pit, but it fails to dislodge
their barbs. A flood of milk does nothing to move even the smallest oval of
discomfort. The cool liquid agitates the mine walls, solidifying into a dairy axe
and opening the vestibules of pain with the frenzy of a thousand workhorse
miners.

The miners are shadows of all the food I have ever consumed.
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THE SNOWFIELDS OF BELFAST

THE SNOWFIELDS OF BELFAST do not exist, yet it permanent feels like
winter here. Even in winter though, small cracks of sun filter through. Their
lifespans parallel that of fruit flies, fleeting and yet with some purpose.

It is the start of summer her, and today we already have had two rain showers.
1 was not out in them, so I can’t tell you of their ferocity. Going by sound allow,
they came with the viciousness of Monday morning shoppers, more placid that
the barking throngs of Saturday, yet a step up from the gentle somnambulism
of a Tuesday.

On the unpredictable occasions when the sun does choose to tip its hat in our
direction, it is a compact holiday for us all, whether in office or playground. We
instantly recognise this blessing and pray for prolonged exposure. Please let it
carry on through to the weekend where we might maximise our pleasure and
enjoyment in frivolous abandonment to stale government health warnings. But
the sun is the anathema of that houseguest who does not leave at the end of
the party. The sun is the party, and it goes before the second bottle of wine is
opened.

ADDENDUM: I was awakened from an afternoon nap by the third shower of
the day. This one reminded me of savages beating wildly on drums. Perhaps a
few of them were throwing out chants, praying to some unseen rain-god. It is
dry now and I am chewing gum while looking out the window. There’s a car
down below that unnerves me. It has no business being parked in a residential
street that mostly consists of bricked-up houses. I have put socks on because
it is cold this June in the Northern Hemisphere.
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THE GREAT CALORIE SAVING DEVICES
OF THE PRESENT

I'M LYING IN BED listening to music on my laptop. What a marvellous
system: hundreds of tracks at my disposal, all at only a click or two away. No
more having to get up and fiddle with the changing of countless compact discs
in and out of little plastic trays like a priest placing wafers on the tongues of a
hungry congregation. I am saving precious calories by remaining in bed, which
I will save to keep me warm in my coffin after my death.

My mobile is here too, so I can call and text my compadraes from my electric
phonebook. Think of the all the calories I am saving from not having to write
letters and trawl down to the post box to send them. And not only my calories:
the postmen and postwomen all have lighter loads to carry and short delivery
routes to travels thanks to the mobile phone. And the paper saved! I hope the
lumberjacks thank me for not wasting their calories by having to chop down
the cumbersome lumber of another orphan rainforest.

It’s after seven now as I type this; while not quite dark, the day is dulling. It is
actually the longest day of the year, and nature is helping the National Gird
save calories from not having to light up the countryside for so long today. But
eventually I have to put the laptop aside and reach over to the end of my bed
to hit the light switch. If only I had one of those little clapper devices installed,
but that would spell the end of any applause my bedroom walls might hear, a
few micro-calories saved by hands inert in their enthusiasm.
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A MILLION STRONG DEAD ARMY

THERE ARE FLAKES OF SKIN EVERYWHERE. Some are around the
scar I have on my left hand where I burnt myself on the oven retrieving dinner.
Some are on my forehead when I haven’t hit myself with moisturiser. They are
resting on my pillow, perhaps trying to make their way back to my epidermis
as I sleep under the cover of night. The alive cells reject their presence, a dead
intrusion, and close pores like an army closing flanks and ranks.

A million of them lie prostrate on the floor, combining with hairs and fabrics
and other organisms, a small army of dust mites with nowhere to go into battle.
They rest behind the door, between the rows of shoes, at the bottom of the
wardrobe, useless and needless, only knowing rejection. No one will come
along to love this dust. Even discarded dried out flowers and empty chocolate
boxes were once loved. This dust is the remnants of a billion lives played out
to unsatisfactory ends, microscopic proof that the world once knew the shouts
and trampling of warriors, now long dead and forgotten.

Their silence is perturbing, knowing they are lying out there, lazily hogging up
my breathing space, asking me to make footprints in their snow and wanting
to smear their corpses all over the minutiae of my existence. There is no
destroying them, only the temporarily removal from one place to another, one
that is bagged, a plastic enclosure sent out for collection. Then death will strike
again, and their numbers swell and explode with new recruits, all by-products
of my being, a little curse for staying around here so long.
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PHOTO PASS

THERE’S A PHOTO OF ME taken in August 2003, on my work pass. I'm
smiling in it. The guy who took the photo told me to think of the dirtiest joke
I had heard over the weekend. I couldn’t remember any jokes, but I thought it
was a funny thing to say anyway. It looks good. Like I’'ve been caught indulging
in a watermelon. Or I’'m walking out of the cinema after viewing a particularly
inspiring piece of film. My mouth is open, something I rarely do when smiling
in photos. I’'m looking straight at the camera with small eyes. The skin is heavy
around them, almost inflamed, yet pale. They are the eyes of a forty-year-old
who is fighting against his years.

There is still a good patch of hair in me. The brow is high. From the direct
angle at which the picture is taken, you cannot tell if the sides have receded to
develop the ‘M’ shaped hairline that I now sport. A faint trace of stubble betrays
the bright light of the camera. Otherwise, you can hardly see the beard. I think
I only had a few days growth of me then anyway.

The cheekbones are really prominent. I wasn’t aware that I smiled in this
fashion. The skin is shiny, but not greasy, just looking healthy, clear and
unblemished. Overall, it is a particularly good photo. I'm happy to have it on
my pass, which I may carry around me for years. There aren’t many photos of
me out there, which I can truly say I like and would be happy to show to people
without a trace of self-consciousness or embarrassment.
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BUS CRASH PLAN

WHENEVER I'M IN A BUS, especially a double-decker, 1 imagining it
crashing. Part of me hopes that it does; not because of a morbid death wish,
but so my first aid training can be called upon. I have a plan if the bus crashes;
and with double-deckers, if you are riding on the top deck, you need to be wary
of the bus tipping over.

The first problem is glass. There’s not a lot you can do about all the windows
around you smashing in and shards spraying everywhere. You just got to cover
up and hope you don’t get hit. I'll wear a jacket and hat, so I can tuck my face
into my collarbone and try to protect myself. Simple.

Next, where is safe? One option is to stay strapped in your seat. No one ever
wears seatbelts on buses, so this is not an alternative. I would deftly spring into
action and grab the rail of the overhead luggage department. Whether I go to
the left or the right rail depends on what direction the bus is going to trip.
There, I’ll hang on tightly, with my legs curled up, so at the moment of impact,
I will sway and if required, drop to the floor, minimising the force of the
collision for myself. The only problem with this is being hit with luggage and
other bodies that are flung around, that that’s going to happen no matter what
you go. This is why it’s important, if you can, to sit alone away from everybody
else.

Also, I have a rather immature notion of being required to play the hero.
Perhaps it is a male trait. The need to stay calm and take control amidst the
chaos is alluring. It’s not that I seck plaudits from the media or wish to revel in
the glory of being someone’s saviour. Merely, I just want to see if I am capable
of the task. It’s mere misfortune that challenging myself requires risking the
lives of some innocent passengers.
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LETTER TO A FELLOW POET

HAS ANYONE TOLD YOU that you look like Richard Brautigan? Without
the moustache, of course. Take away the facial hair and he’s you, or you him,
whichever you prefer. I have a copy of Trout Fishing in America with his photo
on it. I'm looking at it now, and I see you, hairless. You need to take away the
woman in the photo, and the statue of Benjamin Franklin, and the poplar trees,
but that assured pose is still you.

I saw you read in the Black Box last week. I don’t know if you knew I was there,
I’m sure you would have said hi if you did. You read two poems form your new
collection which I have a copy of, but I couldn’t recall either poem. I only read
the collection once, quickly, so I could tell you I had read it. Between the covers,
I lost my recollection for words, and they fell out my head so carelessly, after
you took such precision placing them there with your pen; like a surgeon
reattaching nerves to a spinal column. The blankness of the bone echoed what
whiteness I saw on your pages. My eyes didn’t seem to propetly register the
little black squiggles. No, my eyes did register them, I just can’t remember, but
I’m sure I enjoy their noise at the time.

I smiled at your words, and they smiled back at me, grateful for a reader. But if
they knew that this reader was so forgetful, their eyes would have been averted,
like a young woman in the streets catching you trying to make contact. Some
days I felt blind, or maybe the world was blind, or just this city. You might
understand, but I’'m looking at Richard and his eyes are in shadow.

It’s my birthday next week, Richard. You could write me a birthday poem.
Nothing too epic: you might be Homer, but I am no Odysseus. Just something
to remind me of my existence, to let me know what I matter to some degree.
A modicum of validation would be nice. But I would balk at it and sneer, asking
what does your opinion matter. I can live without your nod. Sorry to be so
ungrateful, but I’ve learnt to live without many things.

Do you care for prose, Richard? You’ve done journalism, so I suppose you
might. You were good enough to show me in your television feature, but
perhaps I was just there at the time, and the camera had an appetite that didn’t
pause to discriminate. I have been on camera before, have been given more
validation and ridicule that you could muster. My image ambushes me; it is not
that I am an ugly man, but the contexts I find myself in don’t compliment me
as a man. Does that make sense to you Richard? You are an academic, so I
hope it will.
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I should leave you alone now; perhaps I shouldn’t have bothered you in the
first place but thank you for taking the time to read this. Maybe these words
will remain unread, unseen, and it’s not for want of sight, Richard. Pages can
easily be ignored and dismissed. Maybe I should seek you out and shout at you
instead, but the world can cultivate deafness until everyone seems senseless.
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A SMALL-LIMBED TRAGEDY

MY FINGERNAILS ARE FILTHY AGAIN, and I haven’t even been down
in the dirt of the living today. There are too many colours in my nails: pink,
yellow, white, cream. I imagine nails like on a cartoon hand, all one uniform
colour and void of variance. This would be of course to deny the cuticle, the
stubbornly persistent growth, the zinc spots.

The thought occurs that I could just wear gloves and ignore the entire business.
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ELECTRONIC HAUNTING

IT’S PERTURBING when a friend passes away, and you see their profile pop
up online. Especially when Facebook suggests that you ‘say hello’ to then. If
only I could.

What happens to your online profile after you die? No one is going to know
your password probably, so it’s not like they can log on and delete you. Could
you send a message to the moderators, telling them of the person’s demise:
would they ask for proof of death before removing it? It’s odd to think of your
continuing electronic presence after you’ve gone. Maybe there should be
something in your will about it.
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LONG AFTER AVIAN FLU

I’'M STARTING TO FIND DEAD BIRDS ON THE STREETS, long after
most people have forgotten about the avian flu scare. These aren’t ones that
have been run over and flattened, but intact birds, seemingly plucked from the
sky and placed to rest on the tarmac. Two years ago, this sight would have
raised alarm; now the pedestrians don’t notice or don’t care. I even found a
cracked egg in the last week, with the formations of a little bird foetus having
seeped out of it.

An isolated case might not have caused much thought; but repeated cases
suggest a trend, or the psychological curiosity we call coincidence. I want to
photograph these birds and draw them, forever still and beyond questions, the
perfect model. This might look odd, however. No one sees the dead creature
on the ground, but passers-by would be sure to notice the strange man taking
pictures of them.

Once I saw a woman in a market square pick up a pigeon and rip one of its feet
off. There’s a form of fortune telling which involves reading the intestinal trail
from a bird’s innards, but 1 knew nothing of why someone would help
themselves to a foot.

From some moral sense, my anger arose. In youthful bluster I approached her
and said that if she had hurt the bird, I would tell the police. The old lady
explained that the bird’s foot had been hanging off it by a few sinews: it must
have got into a fight, and she was only helping the bird by removing the claw
completely. I accepted her story and said nothing more; it was pleasant to think
of an old woman who spent her time walking around helping injured pigeons.
You do sometimes see birds with only one claw, if you look enough.

I was walking through a car park the other day and saw the remnants of a bird
that had been squashed somehow. The main carcass was missing, only the
mashed-up wings and feathers remain. Where had the rest of it goner I didn’t
stop to explore.

A few years ago, I stopped to photograph a dead bird, on Elmwood Avenue. I
was early in the morning, with no one about, so I had plenty of time to myself
to lean down and inspect the remains. The bird was flat on the pavement, like
a wildflower pressed into a book, basically in profile. Its eye was missing,
presumably squished out on impact from whatever hit it. In its misshapen
cadaver-state, I imagine it’s what Ted Hughes’s Crow character would look like.
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GREETINGS FROM MY HANDS

I GAVE A LOT OF HIGH FIVES LAST NIGHT. They must be coming
back, and perhaps will soon replace the fist bump, and regain its arguably
rightful position on top of the salutary hand gesture league.

But then again, a high five takes a bit of effort. You need to raise your arm
high; and there’s always the fear when being greeted with the open palm, that
your hand-eye coordination will fail and your reciprocating hand slap will miss.
Also, someone could noticeably leave you hanging and dismiss your five,
leaving you homeless as a social pariah.

A fist bump is comparison is relatively simple. The easy formation of the
clenched fist followed by the extension of the forearm in the general direction
of the greeted. The high five suggests misplaced excitability; the bump, an easy-
going casualness. Personally, I prefer a hug.
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PLACE YOUR LINE IN THE GENE POOL

AN OLD FISHERMAN is teaching two young boys how to catch fish.
(There’s always an elderly fisherman in ancient Chinese proverbs, so let’s
borrow him and place him in this story.) One boy is using a net, and the other
a hook and bait. The boy using the net manages to succeed in trapping a fish
and pulls it out of the river. The fisherman considers the fish flopping about
on the riverbank and then throws him back into the water. The boy asks why
he let the fish go. The fisherman replies, it did not ask to be caught.

This is the difference between the net and the hook. With the net, the fish is
swimming away and suddenly finds himself surrounds by the knots and lengths.
Nothing in the fish’s actions has invited this: he is entrapped. In contrast, the
hook idly floats and bobs, waiting for a fish to bite. The fish that complies risks
the snare of the hook in order to feed. He is taking the bait, and the hook
method relies on the fish to strike first before any chance of reeling him in.

The results are the same, but the processes that help create the results are very
different. With the net, it is the fisherman that manipulates the current, so that
fish may swim helplessly into the path of the net. With the hook, all the
fisherman does is wait for an opportunity: it is this patience contested against
the patience of the fish. Hemingway’s old man wasn’t just fighting with a
legendary ichthyoid; he was struggling with the consideration of the rest of his
life.

THE O:JA&L 2025 CHAPBOOK SERIES 17




COLIN DARDIS

BOY ON BUS

THERE’S A YOUNG BOY ON THE BUS talking to his father. He is trying
to blow a spider away and is telling his dad to hold onto the seat handles.

If this bus crashes, and I survive, I will have to tend to all the victims, being
trained in First Aid. Maybe that boy is exceptionally bright; perhaps he will
assist me. We can form rudimentary bandages from the ripped seat covers.
He is telling his dad to be quiet. It will be alright.
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NO RETRIEVAL

THERE’S AN OLD FLOPPY DISK lying beside some CDs of mine. It’s been
gathering dust like an old mountain rock that the explorers have forgotten
about and has been erased from all the maps of adventurers and nomads. It is
a relic of another time. I’'m curious to see what is on it and so place it into my
laptop. It’s been so long since I've had to utilise a floppy disk, I doubt my
computer can remember how to scan one.

It starts chugging like a train engine having a fit, desperately rifling through its
memory banks for information on how to deal with this foreign object. The
sounds are not good: my laptop is choking on three and a half inches of plastic.
It refuses to open.

My line of inquiry goes no further. It’s an unread book with pages stuck
together, a radio programme heard through blown speakers. Whatever
information is lost, the bits and bytes dead to investigation. Technology fails,
just like human recollection, an empty soda fountain leaving you holding a glass
with a sorty slice of lemon shrivelling in the afternoon sun, dying and drying of
thirst.

THE O:JA&L 2025 CHAPBOOK SERIES 19




COLIN DARDIS

LONESOME IN THE SUMMER CROWD

IN MY BACK-POCKET: medicine prescription, no wallet. On my forehead:
hair, moisturiser, fret. On my feet: shoes, socks, in-soles, discomfort. In the city
street: traffic, dust, pub tables with young drinkers.

I'm thinking: if life is for living, then how come I am working in these August
days of unknown degrees? But soon the day will end, and I am off tomorrow;
so while today I feel old and professional, with a suit and a sweat on, tomorrow
I can be young and irresponsible, dressed in loose colours with only the sun to
tell me when to wake, with only the air to tell me where to walk, with only a
day to dig for experiences and pan them out into keepsake memories.
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WAITING FOR THE LAZY BUS

I'M AT A BUS STOP NOT TOO FAR FROM MY HOUSE, waiting to get
into town. It’s twenty minutes late already, and I can’t help but blame this on
the laziness of the driver. If he really cared about his job, he would defy the
traffic and blaze through the roads like a public servant sent directly from God.
I know I won’t ask him about the delay when he arrives. I will quietly hand
over my fare and shuffle to the back.

A grey-haired man approaches the stop and inspects the times. He is obviously
not pleased with his discovery.

“No buses on Saturday and Sundays?” he bemoans.

“Yeah, it’s desperate over here. If you go over to the main road, you might be
able to get one from there.”

“This is the worse served road in Belfast. I use to get a bus at seven or eight in
the mornings for work. Now the first one isn’t ‘til twelve.” He’s amicable in his
misgivings, still jovial despite the restrictions placed on him by the bus
company as if they sneaked down to tie his shoelaces together while he slept.

“Do you know,” he offers, “that a body was found in a house down the road a
few months agor” This is true: I remember it on the news. “I bet he was waiting
for a bus.”
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EARLY CLOSING

ALL THE SHOPS ARE CLOSING EARLY, and this town is like an old
western. The cowboys are getting drunk in anticipating of the public holiday
ahead.

My taxi driver tells me it’s not worth staying out tonight. He usually works from
four in the evening to four in the morning, but he’s from the wrong side of
town he says, so he’s not safe. Last year he got swore at for working the holiday
by a passenger of some obnoxiousness. Her friend reasoned that if he weren’t
working, he wouldn’t be available to take her to where she was going. You've
got to make a living, no matter what day of the year it is. People sweat and gruel
on the Sabbath and on Christmas Day, despite the order to rest.

Parts of the city are packing themselves away. Little flat pack maisonettes and
grocery stores put into storage for a week or two, hoping that vacancy will be
enough cotton wool to protect them from the knocks of the season. It feels
too unnatural to hibernate in the summer.

Now the helicopters are out like tropical dragonflies attracted to the heat,
scanning the heats for whatever dragonflies seek. Sugar or pollen or riots. Half
the doors are locked, and some cars are parked with a prayer. In here, an
explosion is never a car backfiring.
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ICE CREAM GUILT

THIS MEMORY KEEPS COMING BACK TO ME, which gives me a
daunting sense of guilt every time. I'm nine, maybe ten, and back at my
childhood home in Omagh. My mother use to watch these two kids after
school, until their parents could come and pick them up. One of them was a
guy called Mason, one of my closest friends through primary and secondary
school, until I moved away to Cookstown. He was a car fanatic, and even at a
young age, had more knowledge about motors and machinery than I will ever
accumulate in my lifetime. The other child was Jay, Mason’s younger brother.
I remember him as rather quiet; in fact, both of them were in their own way.
Yet they were always keen to play and mess about.

At times, and in quite a selfish way, I resented their presence. Occasionally,
after school was over, I just wanted a bit of time alone: a moment to relax,
contemplate the many musings of life children carry, or generally just sloth
about the house (I didn’t realise back then that I had my whole teen years to
do exactly that). Mostly, due to my mother’s inclination, we got on with
whatever our homework assignments were. The majority of the time, things
ran smoothly, and I was actually sorry to see them leave when their mum or
dad came to collect them.

We used to play Ghostbusters, with these little backpacks I made out of old
files, with discarded ties for straps and odd hoses for the ray-guns. This went
absolutely brilliant for about two weeks. However, I kept getting annoyed that
the packs would be left outside after Mason and Jay went, and I would have to
be the one to clean everything up. So I dismantled the backs and refused to
continue the game.

But this is not the memory that riles me so much. Instead, one time, the ice
cream van came up around our park. Everyone, included my twin sister, wanted
to getice creams or lollies. But my mum didn’t have enough money in her purse
to get them. I however, still had some of my pocket money left. I can’t
remember the maths exactly, but mum reckoned I had enough to buy ice
creams for everyone, but I had other calls. I wanted a big 99 cone, with a
chocolate flake, and the runny red syrup. So I went ahead and got one for
myself. Just myself and no one else, and man, does this greed sting me now.

I don’t know why this one particular memory should recur in my mind over
and over again. Yet it still feels me with a sense of unease, despite the time
lapsed and the distance travelled. I’'m no longer in touch with Mason and Jay
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now, just a few half-hearted phone calls and e-mails over the years. But for
what it’s worth, I’'m sorry. Oh yeah, hi, by the way.
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NOT WRITING A NOVEL

CONTINUING THE SUBJECT THAT I MENTIONED LAST WEEK:
I’'ve been writing a novel. Or should I say: I started to write a novel. Over the
course of a few days, I wrote an industrious seven thousand words or so, most
of them brutally honest and downright worrying. It of course isn’t my place to
reveal other people’s secrets, and I have no intention of doing so. However, 1
don’t think I am quite ready yet to totally discharge my own hidden-away,
personal treasures.

Sometimes it really is just better to shut up than say anything at all. But on the
other hand, if you keep pressing a point, you will receive dividends. There is a
degree of overkill on this matter when you are writing anything
autobiographical. There are a few events that need explaining, but I am not sure
if I even really want to write about it.

The problem with writing about recent life events is that most of them haven’t
reached a satisfactory conclusion yet, so you don’t know how things are going
to pan out. What angle of approach do you adopt to something which
unresolved and possibly volatile? Maybe at the time, actions and events seem
quite sensible, almost witty. But in the dry aftermath, I find myself slightly
nervous about the forthcoming reaction to my intentions. Up until the actual
point of execution, you felt quite confident about matters. But if you’ve left the
scene open, then you feel unready and uneasy about committing it to
paper...and really I know I’'m just rambling into the ether...
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GOING FOR A WALK

I'M GOING FOR A WALK. So of course, there are errands to do. We need
to check how much bread, milk and other provisions we have to keep us going
through the course of the night until a proper shopping excursion can be
executed tomorrow. Someone will ask ‘What is the milk situation?’ like the
fridge is a war zone, and fragile UN negotiations are going on between the dairy
products and the cold cuts. As I am in the house visiting, milk rations have to
be increased by at least 50% if anyone is going to survive through the winter.
My milk-drinking capabilities are the stuff of family folklore.

Naturally, as I will be passing the shops, grocery needs will automatically arise
no matter how much food we have in. Suddenly, some ham is an urgent
necessity. Crusty bread rolls would be quite nice to have with our meal. I decide
that mineral water is required, as I’'ve already been drinking from the tap for
the last two days and I don’t trust the cleanliness of the supply. Out of nothing,
a shopping list springs forth.

My route for the walk is simple: up, on out past the cement factory, cutting
over to the Dungannon road, and walk back into town. By car, this seems like
quite a short journey, and at a brisk pace, with my large stride, it should take no
longer than an hour. Back in time for tea, with everyone’s grocery needs catered
for.

After ten or fifteen minutes, I see a sign: Cement Factory %4. Three quarters of
a mile isn’t that long, I think to myself. The old running track at Omagh leisure
centre was a quarter mile, so three laps of that and I’'m almost halfway. Except
it isn’t that easy. The footpath ends a few minutes after the road sign, so I'm
left chomping through thick wet grass on the verge of the road. My trainers
and the bottom of my jeans quickly become soaked. The fog starts to set in,
and quite soon, I can hardly see in front of me. The turn off that I thought was
pretty close by to the factory is nowhere in sight. 1 curse myself, and
contemplate turning back.

Except manly pride will not allow me to quit. I planned this walk, and I am
going to see it through no matter how long it takes. I see a car turning off the
road ahead of me, and realise that it must be the turn off I’'m looking for. This
road turns out to be worse that the grass verge, muddy, with long stretches of
puddles, and a lot of bends, which mean that cars might not see me until it’s
too late. I decide to run part of the way, judging that the road isn’t too long,
and soon I will get to the nice, straight main road, with plenty of car lights to
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guide me home.

While treading through a grass verge, I see a dark figure about twenty metres
ahead of me. It looks like a young man, possibly taking a pee in the bushes. I
stop, shocked, thinking it was odd that I didn’t hear him as I approach. I hope
he’s friendly. Then the figure moves up, skywards, in an unnatural way. It was
my shadow, cast by passing car lights. Not for the first time that night, I
question my sanity.

Eventually, I reach the main road. I could hear the passing traffic for ages, but
no car lights were in sight, so it is a relief to get this far. I wonder how far out
from the town I’ve walked. There is a sigh: Dungannon 8. Since Cookstown
and Dungannon are about 10 miles apart, I still have two miles to go. I’'ve been
out walking for well over an hour now. I should be home having my teal

At least there is a hard shoulder for me to walk on, which means I can quicken
my pace, although the prospect of being run over does not thrill me. I gingerly
hop onto the verge every time I hear a bus or lorry approach.

The temperature is dropping, and I’'m scanning the horizon, excepting
streetlights to appear. All I see are headlights on full blast, blinding me. At
stages, I can’t see at all, and I have to guess where I’'m walking. There is no way
I’m stopping now for traffic. When I finally reach civilisation again, I praise the
footpaths, which feels safe and comforting under my feet, and drag my weary
legs to the shop. I arrive home, with food, but I’'ve been gone for so long, and
everyone else has already eaten.
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BLAME THE WEATHER MEN
AND WEATHER WOMEN

METEOROLOGISTS ARE SHOUTING over a supposed heat wave this
week. The weather forecasters are an outpost of society, shunned for never
quite being on the map on exactitude. Their country curses them, like a
postman bringing nothing but bills printed on storm clouds.

There is nothing but scepticism then they stand in front of their blue screens
and greet us with smiles that are warmer than the sun overhead. It isn’t their
fault that the country is situated at a meteorological crossroads between four
weather fronts, and is one of the few, if indeed the only, place where global
warming with cause it to become colder due to the cool air off melting ice caps.

So today is the start of a stretch of sunshine. You must understand, in our
miserable sun-deprived land, any temperatures in the high-teens are classified
as an unexpected flash of summer. Even in summertime. If it reaches over
twenty, we’ve been transported to India, and it’s time to shed as much clothing
as legally allowed.

But it is now the second day of this predicted Indian phase. I’'m wearing a jacket
walking home and there are leaves on Donegal Avenue, each giving a crisp
crunch of defiance to the weather-folk. These are indisputable facts. It is late
September, and you cannot deny the turning of the year.
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COLIN DARDIS is a neurodivergent poet, editor and sound artist from
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AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful, comprehensive,
and brimming with inventive prompts and exercises to make your flash truly
leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years. This
“portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an amazing
flash compendium of everything for anyone who is interested the form. It’s

also a writers” workshop from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to
like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest are Sudden
Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States and Latin America (2010) and Flash
Fiction International: Very Short Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an astonishing
illumination—a total history of the form with essays, strategies and exercises;
lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets, marketing, contests, anthologies,
prompts, advice from pros, new directions (flash film!), reader psychology
even—it is all here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller
single resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot. You
can say flash fiction begins with Aesop; with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall Book of Short
Fictions (1976)

“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable workshop
is a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and instructors who want to
know more about what this thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and more
important, how to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009) and
founder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)
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Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon

available now

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”
—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FILASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a course outline
for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look forward to your monthly blog
to start up again.

David Lignell

Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must have "portable
wotkshop" workbook for anyone who desires to learn and practice the many forms
of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice on the
writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.
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