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Taco Night 

By Laura Ehlers 

I am not sure when I had my first taco. It had to be somewhere around 1978 or 79. I distinctly remember driving through Taco Bell and ordering the óEnchiritoô on my way home from 

work at Sears. This was back when I existed on McDonaldôs Fish Sandwiches eaten in the car, bologna, M&Môs and Enchiritos. 

Of course, the Enchirito is not a taco. Tacos are delicate what with their crispy shells and precarious balance of cheese and tomato. The enchirito is large and sloppy, served in a foil 

pan, covered with enchilada sauce (read ï tomato sauce with chili powder) and garnished with sour cream. It is food for the person that needs something substantial. I am not even 

sure if Taco Bell still serves the óEnchiritoô but given the fact that most of Taco Bellôs items are made up of the same five ingredients ï the thought of tacos always reminds me of this 

particular food item. 

No, I do not remember when I had my first official taco, but fast forward to 1984. I have very fond memories of tacos in the eighties. I had moved on from eating fast food in my 

orange Pontiac Ventura. Now I lived in the city, drove a VW rabbit and my boyfriend cooked for me. 

Well, he made tacos. 

I would meet him at his apartment and we would pile into his beater blue pickup and drive down the road to Overland Dairy. OD was a local grocery. They had everything, low prices, friendly staff, that lumpy soda bottle return conveyor belt and 

an armed guard. (Did I mention the apartment was in a fringe part of town? No? Probably besté) 

Anyway, we would stock up on taco night fixinôs: ground beef, a head of lettuce, one tomato, a can of refried beans, shredded cheese and an Ortega Taco Kit. Oh, and a bottle of Mateus. (We were connoisseurs even back then.) We would pay in 

cash ï no such thing as a debit card ï wave to the security guy and pile back into the truck. 

Once back in the apartment - never mind the knife marks by the front door, they just add color ï we would prepare our feast. My boyfriend would brown the hamburger. I would be in charge of shredding the lettuce and chopping the tomato. All 

the while Bruce Springsteen and Clarence Clemmons would be singing duets from the stereo. We would settle in at the Formica table, pour a glass of the chilled rosé and talk. 

We talked about everything back then but mostly our talks were about the immediate future ï what were we doing on Friday night, where was the concert next week. But underneath all these plans was the conversation we were both afraid to have 

ï when will I stop worrying about when I will see you againéIt was as if we had to have a plan for the next few days or risk all of this ï the crappy apartment, the cheap food and cheaper wine, the intimacy of just being together. 

I got my answer late one evening. It was the usual weeknight taco night get together. We cooked, ate, kissedéa little too late. And as I was leaving, my boyfriend ran out to the parking lot and waved my down. 

ñHere, this is for you.ò He laughed before kissing me once more. ñOpen it later.ò 

Of course, I didnôt wait until later. I stopped under the security light of the parking lot and flipped the bag upside down. The sharp metal lid from the refried bean can fell out. Written in permanent marker on the top were the words ñI love youò. I 

still have that lid ï a silly and dangerous reminder of so many dinners when things were so much simpler. 

That was twenty five years ago. My boyfriend is now my husband. We still have taco nights and although the excitement of two people just learning about each other is long gone it has been replaced by something much more substantial. Where 

our early relationship was delicate like the taco what we have now is messy and sloppy and most days not very pretty. 

It is the Enchirito of relationships. 

©Laura Ehlers 2009 
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The Ballerina 

By Juan Pablo Ruiz 

The ballerina smiled. Her lips full of makeup had the same effect on me as they had the previous year, sitting in the audience watching her graceful movements.  

ñThereôs not enough time,ò she whispered, biting my ear as she did so.  

ñTime is relative,ò I whispered back. This time, I was the one smiling, for I had just reviewed Einsteinôs theory of relativity in class the previous week. It was funny how science could be 

romantic, I thought to myself, as she pushed herself away and the music started playing over the speakers above us.  

ñIôm on,ò she stated, looking in the mirror and fixing the little amount of makeup that had gotten smudged. I fixed her tutu. It had gotten a little bent out of shape, no small thanks to me. Even as 

she exited the room, she exuded elegance. Her whole lithe frame moved in unison to the music that was already playing. I watched mesmerized as she walked towards backstage and smiled at her 

partner.  

He didnôt suspect anything. How could he? For he was the king of the stage. His movements epitomized elegance too, and I wondered how someone so masculine could partake in a dance as 

graceful as ballet. Yet there he was, asserting his manhood with movements that were sometimes more graceful than hers.  

The janitor caught me staring from the wing and moved up to me so that we could talk over the blare of the music.  

ñBeautiful ainôt it?ò  

ñYea,ò I said. I didnôt take my eyes off her, or him. At times it almost felt as if they were one, united in the music, in the dance, in art. I couldnôt believe it. I had never seen a ballet from backstage 

before, and the difference was amazing. From the audience, one witnesses the façade, the perfection of theatre that almost seems, too perfect. Backstage, you could see the nervousness of the 

performers about to go on stage, their downcast faces returning from their performance, cursing at minor mistakes that the audience would not even notice.  

There was something to be said about being a spectator in the wings. In here, I was witness to the perfection of reality. Despite the nerves, despite the mistakes, despite what anyone could say, I witnessed beauty. Before my brain could even begin 

calculating rotational inertia and center of mass, the whole of beauty of the dance shut my analytical side down.  

Now is not the time.  

Before I knew it, their pas de deux was up and they walked back to where I stood. She flashed me a hidden smile that went by unnoticed from her partner.  

He patted me on the shoulder and winked.  

ñGood luck out there mate.ò  

I chuckled. My minor role required neither talent nor luck. I was merely a prop, an extra in the sea of faces dancing on stage. I barely even moved. And yet, I was proud to be part of this grand ballet, this theatrical production the likes of which I 

had never been a part of before. I had been on stage many times before sure, but never like this. Without singing, without talking, the dancers expressed themselves purely through movement.  

I turned to catch one last fleeting glimpse of the ballerina kissing her partner good luck as they each entered their own dressing rooms. She the ballerina, I the scientist.  

The janitor caught my cursory glance.  

ñDonôt even think about it. You donôt belong in her world.ò  
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The statement held no malice nor sarcasm in it, only truth, a truth which did not sting me at all. For our pas de deux had also been beautiful, a blend of art and science unparalleled. While none had witnessed our dance, we had also drowned in a 

sea of emotions and feelings. Colors, music, rhythm, movement, all concatenated in the dance of life.  

I smiled at the janitor.  

ñYouôre right. I donôt. Butéò  

The music that signaled my cue came on the speakers. With a sigh of acceptance, I stepped onstage and enjoyed my few minutes of being part of a strange, new world. 

***  

The week ended almost as quickly as it had begun: in a flash of lights and thunderous applaud.  

My friendship with the janitor, James, had grown considerably for the time we had spent together. He would talk to me about his life outside theater, and I about mine. Perhaps what kept us together was the fact that he knew of my secret, perhaps 

just the common bond of two strangers discovering the strange new beauty of ballet together.  

And my relationship with the ballerina had grown. Every day, during intermission, we would make love in the unused and covered orchestra pit, reveling in our adventures. Never before had I felt so strongly for a woman. It wasnôt just sex. No, 

there was something more behind the intensity of it all. I understood now the phrase ñmaking love.ò  

Her lips and mine would interconnect perfectly, balancing upon each other, enjoying in the ecstasy of exploration. Our bodies too, seemed made for each other. It was as if God had used my rib to create this wonderful Eve that I shared paradise 

with.  

No one but James ever learned of our affair, an affair that lasted a week, but remained in my memory for the rest of my life. When the company departed, she had given me a hug and a kiss on the cheek, as had all the other dancers. They would 

miss me, they said, and everything that I had brought to the stage with me. Her partner too, had hugged me tightly.  

After all, we had shared a dressing room for the past week. I had even helped get him into and out of his costumes during quick changes, when the rapidity of it all had caused me to forget my shame: another one of the syndromes of this world I 

had inadvertently stumbled into. He too, had grown close to me.  

No tears stained her eyes that day, at least, none that I could see. And I, I had walked stoically back to my car, turned the ignition on, and driven for two full miles before the torrent assaulted me. Sobs greater than I had ever imagined could come 

from my throat caused me to park the car and concentrate fully on the task of crying.  

She was gone, forever out of the dream that I had thought would last forever. I had not gotten any of her information, for I knew the futility of a relationship with her, as did she: no phone number, nor any address. Jamesô words rang in my ears as 

the water flowed freely from the eyes that had been opened to true love: ñYou donôt belong in her world.ò  

After my exhausting production week, I only had energy for half an hour of crying before I fell asleep on the side of the road.  

When I awoke, I could see that a couple of hours had passed, for the sky had turned that pinkish purple that heralds the coming of night. A policeman was tapping on my window. I opened my window and he asked for my license and registration.  

ñAre you drunk son?ò  

ñNo sir.ò  

ñStep out of the car.ò  

I did as was told, and mechanically went through the process. I wasnôt ashamed or embarrassed. My heart and head had no room for any other feelings than grief. After what seemed to me like an eternity, I was allowed to drive home, with a 

warning that loitering was punishable as crime.  
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Driving home took all the energy I had left, but also acted as a catharsis for all the emotion of the week. As I slowly put miles between the theater and my house, so too did I put miles between the reality of the production and my reality, between 

the memories and my heart.  

So much so that by the time I arrived home, the memory turned into what it had seemed, a dream. Resignation had set in. By the time I entered my house, I was Tucker Johnson once more, Pre-Med student at Johns Hopkins University, ready to 

begin classes after spring break. One name never left my mind however, the name that epitomized everything that that week had become to me, the name that I would always associate with love: Odilia Belskaia. 

©Juan Pablo Ruiz 2009 

 

Woodbayne 

By AJ Elmore 

Eight-twenty-one Woodbayne Road. The scrawling black script on the sand colored invitation makes my skin chill. The embossed outline of the old Victorian house sets the contents of my stomach 

to a rebellious panic. Stories and fears from my childhood skitter around in the corners of my imagination, and I feel like a kid again, denying any and all dares to even venture as close to the place as 

its sinister wrought iron fence. Now I'm staring through the bars and all I can think to do is turn around and run away.  

ñCome on, Edie, we'll be late.ò   

Cameron hates being late.  

I know he's beside me, but his words make me jump anyway. The wind picks up for a moment, blowing a shower of orange and yellow leaves around us from the expansive and heavily shaded front 

yard. I swear the air that comes from there is colder than the rest of town.  

ñYeah, I'm coming,ò I answer reluctantly, glancing back down at the invitation, wishing I had the resolve to at least glare at him for talking me into this party.  

I realize the detail on the invitation that really gives my nerves a thrill is the ivy border around the whole thing, intricately detailed and the color of blood. It curls and twines along the corners of the heavy card stock, snaking through my better 

judgment. Red and Black Ball it says.  

ñThis is a bad idea,ò I murmur, hugging my clutch bag to my side and squeezing the invitation so hard it crumples a little.  

ñWe'll be fine,ò he sighs, glancing at his watch. ñI've always wondered what this place looks like inside,ò he adds with a jeering grin and an elbow to my ribs.  

ñYou would,ò I scoff.  

I always knew there would come a time when I would regret moving so close to this place. More accurately, I've always known that Cameron's pragmatism would do me wrong. How many times has he quelled my arguments that the evil that has 

always existed in this house will somehow reach us even at the other end of the road?  

Ghost stories he had called them, and we had gotten such a good deal on our little plot of land with the moderate sized ranch house on it. Of course, who wants to live so close to the Woodbayne House? Even the bravest kids of each generation still 

run screaming from this fence.  

ñHow's my tie?ò he asks, tugging against the black knot gently.  
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ñFine,ò I say, barely taking the moment to look before speaking.  

ñYou look stunning,ò he says, sweeping in for a quick kiss on my cheek before urging me gently forward.  

I do admit that the black lace and silk sheath fits me well, and the rubies were a lovely and dramatic touch, but when the gate creaks under Cameron's urging, I'd just as well go home and change into some sweats and stay inside for the remainder of 

the evening. Sometimes, I think, there isn't enough reason in the world to make it worth being reasonable.  

The wind plays with our clothes and hair as we make a brisk pace along the sidewalk to the front door. The house looms above us, dark and light wood contrasting in shaded moonlight. Brilliant leaves glow strangely in the ambience. My gaze 

follows their trail until they swirl against the wall and my breath stops as my vision climbs the beams. Ivy the color of a fresh wound climbs voraciously up the wide expanse, sprawling and reaching ever upward.  

Cameron must hear the tiny gasp that escapes my lips next, because he urges me with a firm hand on my lower back. My feet betray me to his gravity and I walk forward.  

The house's front door is a huge chunk of dark wood with a wrought iron knocker the shape of what appears to be a cat. Cameron's fingers look small against it as he knocks.  

I am sure that the metal echoes half-way across town. The sound shakes my nerves and the whole rest of the house; one strike, two strikes, three clangs of foreboding resonance. Moments later the door pulls back. My stomach turns in the 

anticipation, making my hands shake just the slightest bit. I almost expect to be greeted by a massive, tentacled monster who wants to suck us inside and eat our flesh. I almost expect to see Dracula, waiting smugly to taste our throats. Perhaps we 

shall face an unnerving maid with creepy eyes ï but then, there is only a woman, a tall, straight, dark-haired woman with a severely angled face and a high-collared gown of ebony and pearls.  

Somehow, seeing her doesn't make me feel any better.  

ñHello and welcome,ò she says in a voice that rasps along my spine.  

I can feel Cameron's curiosity thrumming beside me. He is like a child, suddenly, practically leaning forward to stare.  

ñI am Launa Klellan and this is my new home,ò says the woman with a beckoning gesture.  

I try not to gawk at her as we enter, but she is captivating and unnerving, unreal. She must be in her early forties with creamy, well-taken-care-of skin and the beginnings of gray streaking through her rich, dark hair. I notice a large cameo resting at 

the base of her throat and the fact that her gown brushes the ground, obscuring her feet completely so it seems that she floats along the polished wood floor. I notice Cameron noticing her hour-glass figure and the way her dress conforms to her 

hips.  

She leads us through the foyer, done in dandelion and a severe-yet-elegant gothic scheme. The ceilings are ridiculously high with sculpted molding that leads us into a long hallway. The space is wide, but I feel like we are in a tunnel barely taller 

than our hostess.  

The lighting gently illuminates the laces up the back of the bodice of her gown; thick, scarlet ribbons tied in a complicated bow just above her ass. This, too, Cameron notices.  

ñThank you for joining me this evening. I am a newcomer to your area and would love to meet the acquaintance of my neighbors,ò she says as we walk.  

Who the hell talks like that, I'm wondering as I watch a closed door pass on the right, then another on the left.  

ñWe are pleased to attend,ò says Cameron and it is all I can do not to make a surprised and disgusted sound in my throat.  

We enter a large open room. The floor is gray tile with gold swirls throughout. It shines with high gloss from the light of frosted wall sconces. Around us is a strange array of dark statues depicting different deities and mythical creatures. Sheer red 

material drapes from the ceiling in several places, and an array of vases stocked with red roses sit about.  

I recognize some old friends among the group of fifteen or so people who have already arrived. A couple of them look quite like they feel exactly as I do. A few of them seem to be imbibing champagne, and are considerably less tense.  

ñThank you,ò says Cameron.  
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I turn to find him accepting a glass of the same liquid from the hand of Launa. If he weren't so damn cute, he would be insufferable with his trusting, easy going attitude.  

She smiles as she offers one to me. She smiles, and it feels like I am already drunk. I see myself take the crystal flute. I feel myself smile weakly in return, and her gaze rolls on. The haze in my vision settles like morning mist on its way to sleep 

under the sun's light.  

Something is not right here. How can Cameron not feel it? Because he does not believe in the house, but it is too late now.  

She leads us to the group and Cameron introduces us. The glass is cold against my suddenly hot palm. My dress is strapless, but it feels like there is a blanket wrapping me, squeezing me until my breath becomes shallow. I can hear Cameron 

striking up conversation eagerly with the strange woman, some fifteen years his senior, who has seemingly infatuated his attention. If I didn't feel a bit dizzy, I would think to be mad at him.  

She acts like she doesn't notice the way she commands attention so easily. She interacts demurely, but I can see something darker in her subtle smile.  

ñThis house belonged to my grandmother,ò Launa is saying in her earthy way, like bold, black coffee, like cold, murky water.  

I choke on the air I'm inhaling, breaking the attention of the others so that they turn to me questioningly. If I had known this new owner was of old blood I never would have stepped foot on the property.  

ñExcuse me! The season has my allergies acting up,ò I lie quickly, lamely.  

ñNo worries,ò answers Launa, making excellent cover for the confusion that clouds Cameron's face.  

I don't have seasonal allergies.  

ñIf you need a moment,ò the hostess says, words like lava rock, ñthe wash room is right down that hallway.ò  

She points across the room, further into the bowels of the house. My first instinct is to cringe and cuss, but her attention is on me again and the heady blur is returning to my thoughts.  

ñOh, thank you,ò I say from far away, glancing at Cameron to let him know I still notice him hanging around so close to her.  

I don't think that leaving him here with whatever strange weight is clouding my thoughts is an excellent idea, but I must take a moment to formulate a plan. I give my best collected smile and press on to the hallway.  

As I step onto the oriental runner, my muscles relax suddenly so that I almost stumble. My eyes slip closed and I feel like I'm falling very quickly for an extremely short distance. I feel inexplicably like my body has been pushed to the point of 

exhaustion, so that it is trying to shut down and force sleep.  

Ghost stories whisper to me from childhood of the old woman, the witch of the Woodbayne House, who had black tea parties during which she would steal little pieces of her guests' souls.  

I shake my head, pry my eyes open and focus on a giant painting on the wall of a winged cat the color of charcoal with eyes the color of amber. I step forward, once, twice slowly. I am aiming further down the hall, but I find I can only move closer 

to that terrifying creature with its exaggerated claw dug into a moss covered, rotting log, which seems to be bleeding.  

I shake my head again. The canvas literally seems to be bleeding. It can't be. The rest of the surface is smooth.  

I reach to touch it without thinking. I must know if it is real. My fingers touch wet, smear red, and immediately I regret leaving my common sense somewhere at the gate. Right at this moment, I really miss Cameron's deep, steady voice of reason.  

ñNo,ò he would say, ñthat painting isn't bleeding.ò But he isn't here.  

My eyes grow wide but my vision blurs. The painting sways as if through the bubbles of a champagne bottle, though I haven't had anything to drink. I start, try to step back, but the cat turns a sharp-toothed, high pitched scream on me and whips its 

long tail around my throat.  
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No! This cannot be real.  

My cry strangles to silence long before it tastes the air. My limbs grow heavy again as I'm pulled against the painting. The thing is cold against my skin. My windpipe is being crushed painfully. The sleep I fought off once comes so heavily that I 

can't fight any longer.  

I fall hard, impossibly fast. It feels like forever, lived within a moment, and it feels like the moment that you remember forever.  

My stomach turns as I lose all sense of direction. Pressure mounts behind my ears. A whistle builds into a scream, so that I'm sure my nose is bleeding and my heart will give. Until I hit bottom.  

Silence flattens my senses as my body slams into solidity. It knocks the breath out of me. It shakes my soul, but it doesn't hurt.  

I lay face first against whatever ground I have landed on, limbs splayed and motionless. What hell have I dropped into from the god damned Woodbayne House? I would almost rather not know.  

I hear the clicks of claws, feel hot breath on the backs of my shoulders as the thing screams at me again. I make to roll away, but it pins me in place with a large paw. Talons slide into flesh, but still I feel no pain.  

The sound around me amplifies, twists and echoes in my brain. Again, I feel as though I should be bleeding.  

The cat's voice dies to a rumbling growl, but the screaming continues. It's not an animal at all, I realize, it's Cameron.  

No! Please!  

I open my eyes, watch the undefined space draw together into the rocky terrain of the portrait, lit by a dirty crescent moon set far back among swirling clouds. Some thirty feet away is my boy, strapped to a rock by thick rope.  

His tie is horribly askew. The buttons of his dress shirt are ripped open and his jacket is torn and dirty. His usually contained hair is a hot mess and he looks miserable.  

His screams lull and he grits his teeth. His eyes are pinched shut. His nose is bleeding. His eyes are bleeding. His face and chest are bruised.  

ñCamer-ò  

My cry is cut short by a massive paw covering my mouth, pressing my head against the rock. I feel something else snaking against me, wrapping my arms and legs. I try not to panic, but I recognize the substance that is tying me down; blood red 

ivy like steel is covering me like a morbid net.  

ñYou see too much,ò says the cat in the voice of Launa Klellan, and my boyfriend's screams start again, hysterical and full of pain and confusion. ñIt is your fear that will taste the best.ò  

I feel the snout tickling the skin on the back of my neck. One claw digs deep into my cheek, one snags into my bottom lip. Teeth sink into my shoulder. Still I feel nothing, but the sounds that come from Cameron are awful, horrid noises of rending 

pain and terror.  

I try to struggle, but I am at the whim of the giant cat, whose wings flex and stretch as I gain just a glance up at it. Tears are leaking down my cheeks, leaving the rocks slick and muddy as my face scrapes against it.  

I crack my vision enough to see Cameron, pouring blood from his shoulders and face, crying and whimpering.  

ñStop!ò I scream.  

I yell and rage, but my voice is never as loud as his, never as utterly ravaging. My own tears, signs of helplessness and rage, blur all that is around me.  

ñWhat is this place,ò I whisper with no hope of being heard or heeded.  
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The cat chuckles, a cold and malicious sound, and it says, ñThis is your nightmare.ò 

©Ralg 2009 

 

 

yWriter Novel Writing Software  

a Review by Rob Read 

I would like to review a piece of software I discovered last year when writing ViNoWriMo, called yWriter5 which was written to help novelists organise their writing.  

yWriter was developed by award winning novelist, Simon Hayes, who also happens to be a programmer with over 20 years experience.  In 1999/2000 Simon was struggling 

to write his first novel, Hal Spacejock, in a word processor file, and realised there had to be a better way.  yWriter was the result. 

 

The program is free to download and use from http://www.spacejock.com/yWriter5_Download.html but the author does request donations to fund continual development. 

Last year, I had no time to get used to the program, so did not make full use of it, but the part that I found useful was a daily word count target. 

 

I had expected to write a brief summary here on how to use yWriter5, but the latest version comes with an excellent pdf file marked "Getting Started" which can be accessed 

through the Help menu. I will therefore do no more than give a brief overview of the features available in the latest version. The opening screen displays four windows plus a 

bar at the top displaying the title of the novel and author name, details of which are entered when starting the writing project.  Select [Project] from main menu then [Project 

Wizard] to begin.  An author bio can also be added to the project if required, useful when submitting the work for publishing. 

The window top left displays the chapters with word count and brief description for each chapter. Single or multiple chapters are added from the tab marked [Chapter] on the 

main menu bar. A smaller window bottom left displays a description for the selected chapter which can be useful when writing a brief synopsis for the novel. (More on the 

synopsis later) The description is added when the chapter is created in the pop-up window, [Chapter Details]. The tab in this window marked [Scene Summaries] will be updated when scenes are added. 

 

Each chapter is broken up into one or more scenes which are added for the selected chapter in the top right window. Select [Scenes] from main menu and [Create new] or [multiple scenes]. I think the headings for the scenes columns are self-

explanatory. [Status] can be Outline, Draft, 1st edit, 2nd edit, or Done, which can be set from the [Scene] menu, [Set Completion Status] or when the scene is created. 

 

When creating the scene, a pop-up window will appear in which various configurations can be set. The [Content] tab is the editor where the story can be written, although as I mention above, it is not a proper word processor. Text can be pasted 

into this window from a word processor, but the text needs to be saved in .rtf (Rich Text Format.) MS Word contains formatting codes when saved in .doc format which causes problems with text editors. In Word, (or Open Office Writer,) select 

from [Save As] menu [Rich Text Format *.rtf] then copy and paste the saved text into yWriter5. 

 

One other feature I must mention in the scene Content window is the ability for the program to read the text aloud. OK, so it's not being read with a lot of feeling, but at least it helps to pick up typos and errors, and the exagerated pause when 

coming to a comma break is a great indication if, like me you are unsure where to add commas and semi-colons. Click on the black [Play] triangle on the blue square in the icon bar of the editor to activate the reader. Settings can be adjusted for the 

speed at which it is read by clicking the microphone icon next to Play. 

 

At the bottom of the [Contents] window is a smaller text window in which a summary of the scene can be added. Anything written in this window will be used to automatically generate a synopsis for the chapter. A synopsis can be produced from 

[Reports] in the main menu bar, [Synopsis] and selecting Summary, Brief Synopsis, or Full Synopsis. 

 

The other tabs on the [Content] window are useful. Most are self-explanatory. I like the ability to set [Viewpoint] from one particular character under the [Details] tab, but that ties in well with the way I write. If you swap POV between characters, 

it will not be so appealing. The [Characters] tab is useful to keep a tally on which characters play a part in the scene. 
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The lower right window displays a selection of tabs relating to the selected scene. [Content] is the text entered in the editor as mentioned above, but is read only and must be edited through [Edit Selected Scene] from the main [Scene] menu. (You 

can also right click your mouse on the selected scene and which opens the [Scene] menu as a short-cut.) Likewise, the information in the other tabs is read only, and can only be edited from the main menu bar. 

 

By selecting [Character] from the main menu, [Add Character] a detailed profile can be drawn up for each character. A pop-up window shows details labeled [Name] (includes description) [Bio], [Notes], [Goals], and [Photo]. This is similar to the 

character generation exercises that have appeared in other genre groups, so no need for me to go into more deeply. 

 

Similar details can be entered under [Locations] and [Items]. [Locations] also has a tab where a picture can be placed, ideal if like me, you like to draw a map of the layout of a location. There is nothing worse I believe, than the protagonist going 

upstairs to a library in the mansion in Chapter 1, and then the library is mysteriously transported to the ground floor in Chapter 10... 

 

One final section I must mention from the main menu is the [Tools] menu, and [Daily Word Count Target]. Perfect for writing ViNo... Enter Start Date, End Date and Starting Count, and it will automatically keep a tally of the number of words 

written and a daily target for completion. May I recommend here that you enter an End Date a day or two before the ViNoWriMo closure date for the sake of reassurance, and allow a day to read through your work and maybe correct the inevitable 

typos. 

 

I hope this brief article may be of use to someone. I will definitely be using yWriter5 for ViNoWriMo 2010, so if anyone has any queries or wishes to know more about how to use the program, please send me a private message. I'll do my best to 

help. 

 

In answer to a question from Ralg.  To see the whole novel in one document, there are several ways from the [Project] main menu. [Print project] will display the entire work in a window on your default browser, alternatively select [Export 

Project] then [To RTF] to produce an rtf formated file. There are other options in the [Export Project] menu you may want to consider.  [To HTML]   [To Text] for an unformatted txt file or [To Nanowrimo Obfuscated Text] 

 

You may also wish only to [Export Selecected Chapter(s)] also from the [Project] menu. 
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Heavy Snow 

By Phibby Venable 

 

The pine arms hang in heavy sleeves of snow, 

their bases seem to open into tents 

It is late evening , the whole world is blue 

and I have kneed a pathway to the stump 

where ice killed off a tree some years ago 

and now is used for nothing but the feed 

the birds fly toward to feast on winter days 

Tonight it gleams a stack of bridal white 

I clear it easily with one hard swipe 

 

 

to sit to watch in silence as the world 

becomes a catch of gathered glints and cold. 

The shelter of the trees blend with the sky. 

All one color, the horizon smeared, 

into a sameness, but a sameness clear, 

and clean, it is as smooth as shiny bone, 

almost as though to mimic early dawn, 

but it is evening, in my mind and soul, 

and you are woven in my train of thought, 

I could almost reach out to touch your sleeve, 

it is that real, a longing turned belief. 

Instead I go inside and try for sleep, 

my head held birdlike, buried in a wing. 

©Phibby Venable 2009 
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Road Kill 

By Robert Read 

Christmas Eve was always the most trying day of the year for Barry.  Forced to wear false nose and glasses, and a green hat decked with silver tinsel as one of Santa's elves, was not his idea 

of respectability for a bank under-manager.  From mid-morning it appeared, from the unintelligible responses to his questions, that every customer he saw had already over-indulged on 

intoxicating Christmas merriment.  Everyone, that is, except Mrs Langbourne-Smythe, who spent the greater proportion of a thirty minute interview complaining about everyone over-

indulging on intoxicating Christmas merriment, instead of listening to the advice Barry was giving on the management of her late husbandôs estate.  

Two of the cashiers had to be sent home after lunch for being in unfit state to work; one had stunned her client by projectile vomiting across the desk.  As well as sousing the wad of notes the 

customer was paying into his account, the thick yellow slime spattered against the booth window, sprayed over the screen and drooled into the keyboard of her computer terminal.  Even after 

the cleaner had been instructed to remove the offending substance, the reeking stench of alcohol spiced vomit turned Barryôs stomach each time he passed her now closed station.  

He was relieved when one of the managers from Head Office arrived with the staff Christmas salary and bonus shortly before the bank finally closed its doors.  The man brought also, several bottles of port and sherry, and a huge box of mince 

pies.  Barry would have preferred to forgo the traditional celebratory drinks and party atmosphere around the decorated tree in favour of getting home to his wife Julie, and the two children.  This was the fourth Christmas the twins had seen, and 

they were at the age when the excitement of an eagerly anticipated visit from Santa was the one thing on their young minds.  

However, it was expected of him, so he had to make the best of the situation.  Each staff member had laid out little shiny wrapped gifts for friends and colleagues which they ripped open with ñooohsò and ñwowsò more befitting a childrenôs tea 

party than a grown-up social event.  The situation improved considerably when Linda, the latest bank employee, slim, blond, green-eyed and seductive, made inebriated sexual advances toward him.  During a fifteen minute tryst in the private 

office where he interviewed customers, she demonstrated techniques to which she could apply her tongue and lips of which even Julie seemed unaware.  This was the crowning moment of the day which, thankfully, appeared to go unnoticed by the 

remaining staff, at least, no one remarked on his absence for that period to his face.  

At a few minutes before seven, he escaped the clutches of kiss-me-quick, female groping hands clasping sprigs of green and white mistletoe, and drove his red Honda Civic from the bank car park to begin three days of Christmas celebration with 

his family.  Fully aware that if stopped by the police and forced to blow into a breathalyser, he would probably be over the limit, he made a decision to take a more roundabout way home, the scenic route, rather than follow the main road between 

the two towns.  Although this would almost double the ten mile journey along a narrow unlit country lane little wider than two cars abreast, it was rarely used.  He estimated being home by seven thirty, just in time to see the children before they 

were put to bed.  

The road snaked, twisting through hilly woodlands linking several small farming communities and hamlets.  It was a route he was quite familiar with; so much more relaxing to drive than the main thoroughfare after a busy working day, that he 

often used it in the summer months.  A cold December drizzle on a keening wind now reduced visibility to levels that caused mild concern as the wipers smeared a greasy track across the windscreen, and Barry was grateful for so little traffic on 

the roads.  After half a mile, the street lights of the town gave way to total darkness lit only by the headlights of the car.  The radio, tuned to the local FM popular music channel, emitted the usual selection of past Christmas hits that he knew well 

enough to sing along with, while the warmth of the heater coaxed him into a state of relaxation.  The headlights of an approaching car would easily be visible from a distance that there was no need for such deep concentrationé  

éuntil rounding a right hand curve the headlights illuminated a figure at the side of the road.  

Although only caught in the glare of the twin beams of light for a few seconds, Barry could see the figure was female, and probably quite young.  She wore a dark coloured jacket with a short skirt and knee length boots.  Lank, dark hair hung to her 

shoulders as she trudged along the road with head bowed and shoulders hunched, while one arm was raised in the gesture of a hitch hiker.  She appeared to be limping, and a more bedraggled sight he had never seen.  

Barry hit the brakes hard, veering into the middle of the road to miss her.  If he had been dazzled by headlights from an approaching vehicle, he would never have seen her.  The car came to a stop, slewed at an angle to the grass verge a little way 

past the figure, and he leaned across to open the passenger door.  The interior light came on reflecting only the inside of the car in the rear and side windows, but the red glow of the brake light, visible in the side mirror, was for a few moments 

obscured by her shadow.  Then she was sliding into the seat beside him.  Her wet clothing was dishevelled, one heel of the boots, he noticed, was broken which probably accounted for the hobbling, and her stockings or tights were badly torn.  Her 

hair was plastered to the side of her head, dripping with moisture and hiding most of her face.  Before he could see more, she slammed the door closed as if thankful for the warmth and to shut out the cold night air, and then the light dimmed 

leaving only the glow from the dash panel.  
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ñHey, that was bloody stupid, walking along here in the dark!ò  The scare she had given him was evident in the way he snapped the words at her.  ñYou should wear fluorescent clothing if youôre walking on unlit roads.  I almost didnôt see you.  

My God! I could have fuckinô killed you!  Lucky there was no cars coming or youôd have caused an accident.ò  

She made no answer, but he heard the click as she engaged the safety belt.  

ñIôm only going into the residential part of town.  Canôt take you any further than that.ò  He tried to calm the jittery feeling in his stomach while easing the car into gear and accelerating away.  ñWhere are you heading?ò  

ñSôokay,ò her voice so low, Barry almost missed it.  

She appeared to have no intention of answering the question, so after a minute he tried again.  ñWhatôs your name?  Where are you going?ò  

There was a drawn out uneasy silence, apart from the sound of White Christmas from the radio and the hum of the engine, and then, ñEve.ò  The single word was mumbled and again, hardly discernable.  

ñLook, Eve, I didnôt mean to shout at you back there.  I was more concerned for your safety.  God, you scared the shit out of me.  Coming round a bend like that and seeing you standing in the road.ò  

She made no answer, but gave a short sniff as if suffering from a cold.  He glanced at her, but she was looking away form him through the side window.  ñAre you all right?ò  

There was a noise which seemed to come from the back of her throat and could have been a sob.  From the corner of his eye Barry saw the shadowy silhouette of her head fall forward, tucking the chin into her chest as her hands came up to cover 

her eyes and she sniffed again.  It was obvious that she was shaking, but whether from cold or for some other reason, he knew not.  He swore under his breath that if she suffered from flu, he would pass the contagion on to Julie and the children to 

ruin their New Year.  ñIs anything the matter?ò  He tried to make the tone of his voice sound flippant, light hearted.  ñFrom the mess your clothes are in, looks almost like you been in a fight.ò  

Between choking sobs he heard, ñéweird guy just picked me up.  éthink he was drunk.ò  

Barry suppressed the attempted frivolity, reverting to his more usual, serious nature.  ñOh Jesus, no...  You havenôt been attacked or raped have you?ò  It would make sense of the disarray of her clothing.  She was obviously extremely upset, 

traumatised even.  Taking his hand from the gear stick he placed it on her forearm to give a reassuring, comforting squeeze, and was shocked at how damp and cold the limb felt through the light suede jacket.  

He suddenly felt scared that by giving her a lift, he could be accused of being the rapist.  Horrifying thoughts chased through his mind as to how he would explain to Julie and her parents.  They were the deeply religious type to whom any 

indication of a sexual transgression or an assignation outside of marriage was a sin punishable by an eternity in hell.  What also would it do to the prospects of promotion in his career if he was tagged as a sex offender?  ñLook, Iôd better take you 

to the police station.  You need to report this immediately.  Maybe they can get a DNA profile of the man.ò  

ñNo, thereôs no need.  He didnôt do anythingé like thatéò  Her reply was punctuated by snivels and sobs and then another long pause as if she feared elaborating more, until Barry felt the need to prompt for a further response.  

ñSo how did your clothing get so mussed up?ò  He began to feel a little easier that his fears of becoming embroiled in accusations of rape might be unfounded.  ñThat broken heel on your boot must be damned uncomfortable for walking.ò  

Perhaps she had stumbled into the hedge or a ditch at the side of the road.  She too could have been drinking at some wild works party, and with no other way of getting home, walking or hitch-hiking may have seemed a good idea at the time. 

Being young and, probably, good looking, she might have assumed getting a lift from a stranger would be easy.  

While waiting for her answer, he tried to focus his attention on the road ahead.  The next half mile was a stretch where more driving skill and concentration was required, a long sweeping curve to the right, after which the route dropped down a 

steep slope through a clump of oak and horse-chestnut trees, and then veered sharp left over a narrow hump-back bridge across a river before rising steeply on the far side.   Fallen leaves on the wet surface of the road were a peril of which he was 

well aware. Turning into the bend, he caught sight of the glow from a set of headlights, the vehicle about to descend the hill on the far side.  There was little concern; being so much further from the bridge, the other car would be well clear before 

he reached it.  They would pass half way on the slope he was about to descend.  

 He heard a hiss of indrawn breath and gulp as she swallowed.  ñWe were in a road accident.ò  

ñRoad accident?  Where abouts?  Not around here was it?ò  There had been no sign of an accident on this road that he had seen.  ñWas anyone hurt?  Seriously hurt I mean.ò  

Stupid, he thought, of course it would be long before she got onto this road, probably the other side of the town he had just left.  Not surprising he had seen nothing.  
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ñI think heôs going to die.ò  With hands pressed against her cheeks, the voice was muffled, but Barry heard her words clearly enough.  

ñDie?  The man that picked you up?  Is he in hospital?ò  His mind reeled in attempt to grasp information, so that the questions tumbled one after another without allowing time for an answer.  ñHow tragic, and Christmas too.  Are the police 

involved?  They must be if the accident was that serious.  Bloody hell!  Why on earth did they send you on your way in that state?  Surely they would haveéò  

Other possibilities swam through his confusion.  Perhaps she had not hung around waiting for the emergency services.  Perhaps she had not wanted to get involved, that her presence in the car of a man who might be married may be construed in 

the wrong manner, so many possibilities.  ñWhere did this accident happen?ò  

The approaching car had crossed the bridge the headlights sweeping left and upward into his eyes.  The glare caused Barry to squint as he watched the side of the road ahead.  The road was straight here, no bends he needed to negotiate, but staring 

at the lights would automatically draw him into a head-on collision.  Dipping his own lights, he eased a foot onto the brake to reduce speed.  

ñOn the bridge.ò  

ñBridge?  Which bridge?ò  The approaching headlights appeared to remain on full beam.  Barry raised his right hand to shield his eyes while with the other, he flicked the indicator dip switch control arm to alert the other driver and pressed the foot 

more firmly onto the brake pedal.  

ñThe bridge ahead!ò  He sensed a trace of exasperation in her voice, as if she thought he was the one being stupid.  

ñThis bridge?"  Instinctively he turned his head to look at her while pressing his foot harder onto the brake.  Her head was still pitched forward into her hands.  "Where on this bridge?ò  The accident could not still be there or the approaching car 

would have been held up.  The brake pedal felt different, spongy.  He kicked down more viciously.  There was no pressure beneath his foot until the pedal hit the floor of the car.  There had been no indication of a fault when he braked sharply to 

avoid hitting the girl.  

The headlights of the approaching vehicle illuminated the inside of the car.  She looked up, turning toward him, her face lit in the harsh blue white beam of light. The blood froze in Barryôs veins.  

Drying blood was caked around her forehead from a gash disappearing into her scalp.  It was blood plastering the hair to the side of her face.  Blood and mucous oozed from her nose and mouth.  The flesh on the cheeks and around her eyes was 

lacerated as if by shards of broken glass, bruised blue and purple, and swollen.  But the eyes!  Barry stared at them transfixed.   They were nothing more than glowing, luminescent, white sightless orbs staring without emotion back at him.  

ñThis bridge!ò  Her lips and lower jaw moved in slow disjointed manner as if each syllable was an effort to form.  ñThis is where you killed me!ò  The interior of the car faded into darkness as the other vehicle passed without hitting them, but still 

Barry stared, mesmerised.  

At the bottom of the hill, the red Honda Civic was travelling far too fast for the sharp bend.  The last thing Barry remembered was the wailing, shrieking scream, but whether it was the girl screaming or whether it was his own scream, or even if it 

was the scream of tortured metal against the concrete and steel palisade of the bridge, he never knew.  

 

News Flash:  24/12/2009 at 9:30pm  

A fatal accident occurred this evening on the B6219, Barnswood to Filperton road, at Heron Bridge.  One man died in the accident when a Honda Civic crashed through the bridge parapet.  Details of the casualty will not be released until next of 

kin have been informed.  Police suspect a passenger may have been in the vehicle at the time of the accident, but no body has yet been found.  Any witnesses to the accident are requested to contact the police at Barnswood or your nearest police 

station as soon as possible.  

©Robert Read 2009 
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Stretching Exercises 

With Genie Raynor 

Two Must-Have Writing Books 

όbƻǘŜΥ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ytb ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ bƻƴ-Fiction Nook forum on December 2, 2009.) 

 

I want to suggest a couple of books that are or should be like bibles for writers of any genre.  Though the subject matter for these books is primarily non-fiction, there is 

considerable fodder for the other genres as well.   Because theyôre both so foundational, you might find they will also serve as a solid base for poetry. 

The first book is William Zinsserôs classic On Writing Well: An Informal Guide to Writing Nonfiction.  I have the third edition (NY: Harper & Row, 1988), but Iôm sure 

there are newer editions out by now.  Zinsserôs style is indeed informal and easy to read; at the same time itôs provocative.  He starts off with a comparison between his 

answers to a group of students and teachers about writing and the writerôs life and vocation and those of a newly-emerged writer-slash-surgeon.  Though diametrically 

opposed to the other, each of their answers broadened the otherôs perspective. 

ñ ... [A]t the heart of good nonfiction writing,ò Zinsser says as a result, ñ... come two of the most important qualities this book will go in search of: humanity and 

warmth.  Good writing has an aliveness that keeps the reader reading from one paragraph to the next, and itôs not a question of gimmicks to ópersonalizeô the author.  Itôs a question of using the English language in a way that will achieve the 

greatest strength and the least clutter. 

ñCan such principles be taught?ò he asks.   ñMaybe not.  But most of them can be learned. ñ  (pgs. 5, 6) 

Zinsser proceeds, then, to address such things as simplicity, clutter, style, the audience, words and usage.  That first part ï entitled óPrinciplesô ï is followed by óFormsô and óApproaches,ô which explore óNonfiction as the New American 

Literature,ô the techniques of the lead-in and the end, interviews, science, technical and business writing, humor, sports , criticism, and writing about place.  His chapter on using a word processor is likely outdated now (though, no doubt, this is 

taken care of in newer editions), but his concluding chapters on óTrust Your Materialô and óWrite as Well as You Canô are important. 

The chapter on ñBits and Pieces,ò what Zinsser calls ñscraps and morsels [and] small admonitionsò (pg. 110), is strong and necessary for every writer.  Some quick highlights: ñVerbs are the most important of all your tools.ò  ñMost adverbs are 

unnecessary.ò  ñMost adjectives are also unnecessary.ò  ñPrune out the small words that qualify how you feel ... think and what you saw ...ò.  ñDonôt overstate.ò  ñYour subconscious mind does more writing than you think.ò  ñDonôt ever hesitate to 

imitate another writer ... But pick only the best models.ò  (Pgs. 100-132) 

James J. Kilpatrickôs Fine Print: Reflections on the Writing Art is just as easy to read as Zinsserôs book, but itôs a lot funnier.  While Zinsser was a professor at Yale, Kilpatrick was a syndicated columnist and television commentator with a rapid-

fire wit and ï like Zinsser ï a deep love of language.  Kilpatrickôs first chapter, in fact, starts right there: itôs called ñHow Must We Write?  Con Amore!ò 

Much of Fine Print is taken from peopleôs responses to his decadesô worth of newspaper reporting and columns around politics, nature, and writing.  He also responsds to some of his own and othersô writing foibles and accomplishments.  There is 

much to learn in this first half of the book ï and he, too, delves into some of the techniques that will help any writer.   

The best part, though (at least in this writer-editorôs humble opinion), comes in the second part.  Called ñMy Crotchets and Your Crotchets,ò Kilpatrick deals with his own and othersô pet peeves (mostly his own!) in what he calls ñan unauthorized 

forumò from which he learned ñfrom the peeves and the irks ...ò and he ñtrot[s] out my own little crotchets for inspection.ò (pg . 130).  Going from A to Z, he looks at spelling, correct and incorrect usages, slang, the differences in popular words 

and how they are correctly used (such as óaffectô and óeffect,ô óblatantô and óflagrant,ô ófartherô and ófurther,ô ólessô and ófewerô) all the way through the alphabet.   

Kilpatrickôs sense of humor shines through here, even more so than in the first section.  He admits to being something of a snob when it comes to language, but he earned that self-appellation because he was a phenomenal, sensitive and effective 

writer.  His humor just makes his admonitions and declarations easy to take and learn from.  His declaration on the usage of óirregardlessô is short and pithy: ñTake my word for it: There is no such word.  Yes, it is in the dictionaries, but there is no 

such wordò (pg. 202).  Even the computerôs spell check feature agrees with him. 


