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CATHEDRALS OF THE MIND
Stepping through the threshold of Saint Jude's felt like coming home, albeit in a backward sort of way. Anna felt all but compelled to look up in awe at the cobbled walls, and the quietly ethereal stained glass housed within, despite their familiarity. Thick scents of candle wax and ageing wood crashed over her in unending waves, so much so she could taste the burnt dust and the rot on the roof of her mouth. Anna’s heels clicked unevenly on the knotted wooden floor and her long, lengthy strides echoed up to the peaking ceilings like a ghostly troop at her command, marching in wobbly two-step behind her.
Finally, Anna stopped in her tracks at the foot of a greying statue. She had remembered him being taller. The dower figure before her had never been anything short of a disappointment. He was a slovenly man with slumped shoulders, and sagged cheeks, and a perpetually furrowed brow that matched the permanent spite that lacquered his voice. Still, Anna had loved him, once. On warm, laughter-filled beaches and long woodland walks, she had truly loved him - but it was never for long. It was love akin to a helium balloon slipping from a child's fingers, desperately chasing at the string with outstretched hands and teary eyes. An emotion felt so strongly, and yet so fleetingly it's as if nothing happened at all.
Those moments of colour had long since vanished. The gold leaf on the statue had flaked away, leaving crystalline dust in the air like gilded glitter. His golden heart had blackened, his golden tongue was bitten, the man she had loved was no more. Anna had come to accept that now. She supposed that's why she had come here, to make peace with that fact. To see once and for all that he was not the man she thought she had married anymore, or maybe that he never was.

THE INN (CHARACTERIZED BY TABOO)
Main street was bustling with bodies, it always was at this time of night. The warm air of dusk still hung in the air, though the sun had long since sunk below the horizon. Businessmen hurried to catch the late train home as party-girls unloaded from their taxis for a night that was still young. Turning off from the real world, I sauntered down the familiar alley. It was usually quiet and dark, allowing the dim glow of the Inn and the idle chatter of its patrons to echo down the narrow path, a siren song. Of course, I didn’t need luring in. No matter how many times I visited, there was always an anxious excitement in pushing through the front door. It was heavy, but it was beautiful. The frame always seemed to scuff and judder against the hinges, making a light but distinct sound and forcing everyone close by to glance up at you on instinct. It was a familiar greeting, though that didn’t make it any more comfortable. As much as we were all loud and proud within these four walls, there was still a sense of fear and shame in the back of many minds. 
In itself, the Inn was not particularly special - a redbrick affair with an aged bar to the back and a mass of mismatched chairs and tables on old, dusty rugs pushed against the walls, leaving what was exposed of the sticky wooden floor for dancing, or maybe a performance if you asked nicely. No one was there because of the building, anyway - it was the atmosphere, the safety, the camaraderie we were here for. The people were what made the Inn so special. All of us gems in a kaleidoscope, dancing around each other and jostling to make new, beautiful connections. Femmes giggled and hiccupped like fish out of water, drunk off the smell of butch girls’ fashionable cologne - and just the same, bears in bike jackets blushed under their beards when buff gym-bunnies offered them a drink.  In the shadows, beautiful street-queens in glitter-stained dresses sipped hard liquor and whispered in the ears of closeted statesmen who were ‘just here for a beer’. That’s where the problems started. 
Raids weren’t uncommon. The sound of joy that could be stamped out was music to the pigs’ ears. That night I had barely paid for my drink when they came bursting in - state sanctioned bullies ready to enforce the status quo, emphasis on force. We scattered and scrambled, as we always did, out of cracked bathroom windows and through conveniently unlocked staff doors. It was rare that a real fuss was kicked up. As per, a few girls drunkenly yelled obscenities as they were escorted out of the door, if they shrieked enough they were escorted all the way into the back of the police vans, but nothing violent came about. Well, not from our end at least. However, there was a stirring that night. As we all fled into the night for the hundredth time, leaving our fallen comrades with heavy hearts and heavier footsteps, there was a sense of boiling anger. You could taste the spite on the air. It was as if, without saying a word, we had decided this would be the last time we rolled over; the last time we scattered and scrambled; the last time we went quietly into the night. I glanced over my shoulder at the Inn, warm glow outshone by the obnoxious flash of police lights; gentle chatter replaced with solemn and eerie silence. I think deep down we all knew that next time, given the chance, we would be making a stand.

BREATH OF THE DEAD
There is always a low-hanging haze over graveyards - whether it was a rolling fog or the mist in teary eyes, Abel did not know. His gran, God rest her, had called it ‘the breath of the dead’. As a boy he had imagined a sea of heaving lungs beneath his feet, exhaling in unison to transform the dirt above their final tombs into consecrated ground, the only remnants of their efforts being the soft haze around his ankles. Ever since then, Abel took great care to tread lightly wherever the dead slept. He weaved his way through mazes of stone pillars and plaques like a dancer, lunging and twirling on light feet across well-beaten paths to keep the dead undisturbed. Gran was technically here, somewhere. He had made a point of forgetting where; she was only ‘here’ as a formality, in body and name rather than spirit. She hated the idea of being ‘in’ a graveyard, didn’t want to be mourned next to a rock for all eternity. Abel had always respected that, the willingness to be forgotten. 
Up the hill, above the mist, stood a chapel. Save for the high pointed roofs, the so-called church was small enough to be mistaken for a mausoleum – its doors were open to the public so infrequently it might as well be. The greying lime of the walls  and the ivy crawling up in great swathes were as beautiful as they were disheartening. Above, the original windows that remained were a sight to behold, unfinished shards of red, green, and gold glass arranged into jagged flowers and crude portraits. The work was shoddy, but that was the true charm and beauty. At the base of the building, in amongst the crumbling stone and stinging nettles, was a single brown boot. It had been there, slouched over and rotting, for as long as Abel could remember. As a child he had wondered for days on end about its owner, its maker, its pair. To this day, he felt he cared a little too much for the boot and its story - other adults didn’t seem particularly bothered with solo loafers seen on the curb out the corner of an eye, not to mention the tens of lone trainers in amongst the grass on the playing fields. Well, Gran had noticed. She had always pointed them out, the muddied pumps and discarded sandals, and asked Abel where he thought they came from. They would make up stories together about superheroes flying over the village and dropping their disguises on the way, or children slipping into magical realms and leaving behind something to get home safe by. She had never made a story about the boot at the chapel, he hadn’t considered it strange at the time. Now he did. 
Nearing the building, you could hear the crows that roosted in the rotting rafters chattering away. Their squeals, too numerous to be anything other than disquieting, were unusually shrill even when muffled by the brickwork. They would fly in and out from the chimney, looking like a plume of feathered smoke when the horde all escaped at once. That’s what happened when Abel reached the door. It was heavy with damp, the aged wood almost spongey to touch. His bony fingers reached for the black iron handle, starting to tug and push at the heft of it. The wood barely acknowledged the effort. With more frustration than rage, he shifted his weight and shouldered the door, hard. A minuscule shift in the footprint seemed to mock him. Reaching for the handle again and shaking, only to find it loose in its mechanism, was infuriating and invigorating all at once. Shifting his whole weight against the door, backward and forward, it twitched in its frame further and further each time. Abel’s white knuckles and red-raw fingers were beginning to cramp but he was filled with determined curiosity as he heaved the door toward him before battering into it once more. Pulling with his whole weight, spine scrunched over, head thrown back, knees bracing his buckled legs, the door flew open all at once. The crack of bone against concrete was deafening. Landing crown first on the ground, Abel’s eyes glazed over, focusing just barely on the boot before succumbing to the blackness, laid between the graves, careful not to disturb the dead. 



CLEAN UP JOB
The low hung reek of jasmine was inescapable. Angus couldn’t help but gag as he stepped through her door. The job wasn’t out of the ordinary: neighbours reported a smell, friends hadn’t seen her in a while, a welfare check became a clean-up job. Nothing too different. The house, however, that was something else entirely. The old dear and her husband had built it themselves, rumour went - hand crafted it all in the 70s. Well, they certainly hadn’t had any interior designers in since then. Around the central home wound a labyrinth of unrelated rooms connected by long thin corridors and stubby landings. They had started with a blueprint, a simple two bed to house them and a guest, but somewhere along the way they had scrapped it and started freestyling, the majority was built out of practicality. If they needed a new bedroom, they tacked one on the outside, same with bathrooms and storage cupboards - it felt like you needed a hardhat just to enter the majority of the house. The original still stood at the epicentre, a monument to good intentions. 
Angus was told to find the kitchen-diner, that’s where she croaked. The white arch of the door hadn’t been cleaned in years; the sickly beige paint didn’t exactly bode well for the rest of the home. The counters were all worn down, their varnish scraped away with age, but sections of the surface glistened with a clear liquid, thick and indiscernible. At the table, there were five place settings, each with two knives and two forks and a spoon, a wine glass and a water glass, a large plate with a smaller soup bowl balanced on top, the whole nine yards. Angus couldn’t help but wonder whether the woman had been expecting guests, or whether she always kept her table ready for a dinner party. He couldn’t decide what was more unnerving. The blood on the floor wasn’t as alarming - that at least had a clear-cut explanation after reading the police report. He was thankful that the window had been left open for him, you never quite get used to the smell of dried blood on wood, and that mingled with the sickening jasmine would’ve tipped his stomach over the edge. He started going through the motions, clearing space around what was technically biohazardous, shifting breakables for the family (or in this case, charity). With a familiar turn on his heel he went to open out all of the kitchen cabinets, a small ritual to air them while scoping out any rotted food that needed to be discarded. Idly swinging open the door below the sink, Angus shuddered and leapt back. Four ink dipped feet scrabbled up and bolted out from the dark into the corner of the room. Before he could think he had made a ghoulish, juddering noise and spooked the fox again, causing the thing to scramble back toward the sink, up onto the counter and out of the window in a flash of orange. Angus sighed. This was just great - a days work wasted - now he would have to file a report with animal control so they could assess the house and relocate anything else living here. 
Resigned to making this outing in some way worth it - or at the very least getting his paid hours in - Angus began exploring the rest of the house for something to do. Rounding the corner into what seemed to be her bedroom, he found the source of the offending floral smell. Balanced across the antique furniture were hundreds of drooping jasmines and reed diffusers and candles and incense sticks and perfumes. Every surface was anointed, there were no ornaments, no signs of living, just surface upon surface of greenery and glassware emanating the same sweet smell until it was stomach churning. He resigned himself to this room - at least then it would be more bearable for the next guy to walk in if he got rid of all the oily jasmine from in here. Without much thought, he again began the motions. Pulling back the duvet, Angus was confronted by it. A red-brown stain, as if the mattress had been steeped in something. Something. He knew what, the colouration and the spread told him exactly what. He tried to believe it had come from above, but the shape of the stain told him otherwise. Inside the mattress. It was coming from inside the mattress. And by the size of it, there was no other explanation. Someone was in there - and they had been dead a long time.


SHIPWRECK
My alarm sounds, shrill and unending,
a harsh reminder that I must unmoor myself once again.
Though the comfort and warmth of the bedroom may be ceaseless,
the despair it fosters cannot be ignored.
Pushing off from my pillowy peninsula,
the current rushes around my ankles,
coaxing me back to the safety of the shore. I press on.
Wading against the desperate tide.
Taking respite behind the bathroom door, the mirror compels me;
hair slick as seaweed, choppier than the waves
(following the last trip to the kitchen-scissor salon),
and eyes sunken, set in deep purpled brown -
watery pearls within ageing oysters.
It seemed pathetic to be so preoccupied, and yet,
I could not help but care for the exterior. It’s always the surface
that strikes coldest and sharpest.
A sudden joy envelops me - the comfort of keeping up appearances.
With newfound resolve, and uncharacteristic optimism, I press on;
new paint, new fuel, new outlook. The tide has changed,
no longer against me as I turn and push away.
The lift of despair and the illusion choice returning,
I am caught in the waterfall of the stairs
and whisked down, and down, and down again.
A joyous descent, unlike most, until my tracks are halted.
Momentum is lost, the wind falls from my sails and I am left,
cowering beneath the monolith of the front door.
Unbearable stillness. I don’t need to peer through the glass
to know that the outside world is vast, and dense, and endless.
A fog unlike any other enveloping the external world,
a heavy white mist of the mind distorting all that lies behind it.
No lighthouse in sight. Eventually, I allow myself to capsize,
and admit unbearable defeat as I am submerged.
Another storm not weathered and another day lost.
I drift idly back, and back, and back further to the stale warmth of my bed,
Hostage to my mind.

CAN WE GO HOME NOW?
“Mummy, can we go home now?”
The words brought fat, sharp tears to the corners of Ariadne’s eyes. He couldn’t see that, couldn’t see her weak, or scared, or sad. She had to be strong for her baby boy, her only light. Composing herself, she crouched to his level and smiled softly.
“Sweet-pea,” Ariadne knew the tremor in her voice would betray her to anyone else, but the love and naivety of a four-year-old cannot be overstated, “That’s not our home anymore. We’ll find somewhere new very soon - I promise - we just have to stay here a little while longer.” She was a liar. A dirty, disgusting, bald-faced liar. “Besides, it’s much warmer here - don’t you think?”
That much was true. Their old house was skeletal, the only place that still had residents for miles, and it was still all boarded windows and bowed ceilings. Great gaping holes in the roof made the second-floor uninhabitable last winter. Ariadne had moved their bed downstairs after she’d woken to find the hallway filled with snow and squirrels one January morning. She had called her brother to help board up the roof, or at least the stairs, as best they could - and to be fair to him, in March he finally did come by. Of course, at that point the stairs were already boarded and the frost had thawed, but it was wonderful to know he remembered her address. They had sat around the table - all plastic and metal with chairs upholstered in sickly, mismatched browns and yellows, clearly of a bygone era - and reminisced for a little while. He fixed the kitchen cabinets she couldn’t reach and she patched up his weather-beaten jacket, the cold months having done a number on him too. As always, she offered him a place to stay, begged him to sleep for just one night in the warm, and as always he refused, said he ‘didn’t take handouts, even if its family doing the handing’, and went on his way. Ariadne hadn’t seen her brother in a while now.
Despite the rose-tinted fondness she had for their home, she knew they were better off here. The human heat alone was refreshing. All the women camping out here were enamoured with her boy from the start, gathering to coo over his rosy cheeks, determined to fatten him up with as many sweets and treats as they could scrounge up. He had been terrified at first, holding tight to the back of his mother’s leg, peeking out at the ghoulish new faces vying for his attention. That was the first time he said it, ‘I want to go home’, and broke Ariadne’s heart. She knew their surroundings weren’t homely. The vague smell of rain and damp crept in through the walls, and the floor was littered with bags and boxes - constant reminders that they were in limbo. At least, in her mind, the beauty of their surroundings made up for it. Golden light poured through the windows, across the seating, and onto the stage. Broad beams casting a natural spotlight on the huddled masses below, stars of a tragedy not yet completed. The theatre was the only building in town with decent foundations, so when the flood came through it was only really the foyer that was damaged. Everyone else here hadn’t been as lucky. Not just furniture and fixtures, but whole houses had been swept out from people’s feet. Every once in a while, when her boy was getting restless, she would walk the perimeter of the stands, holding his hand as he walked along the wooden pews, a makeshift balance beam. If she were feeling particularly brave, Ariadne would peer out of the translucent glass and assess the damages to their town. The warm yellow of the theatre couldn’t sugar coat the cold grey of the outside world, the waters still hadn’t drained but the debris was evident. Ariadne couldn’t bear to think of what might be left of her home. Instead, she would turn her gaze away with expert nonchalance and look up to the beautiful, ornate ceiling with a forced smile. For his sake.
The beds left something to be desired - rows upon rows of metal frames and thin mattresses weren’t anyone’s idea of luxury - but that night, she didn’t care. Instead, she sobbed - silently shaking, lungs tight and eyes streaming. A stirring in her arms snapped her out of her sorrowful trance and replaced it with white-hot guilt. Guilt on guilt on guilt. She has to be strong for him, to be brave and smiling and comforting.
“Mummy, are you sure we can’t go home?”

TOURIST TRAP
Humans can survive for around 3 weeks without any food, but it goes down to about 3 days without water either. That gives me about a day and a half, not counting the blood loss. It’s excruciating, the wait not the wound. We all fear death, the suicidal man dies terrified that there’s an afterlife to suffer through too. Everyone assumes that they’ll fight of the reaper with all their might. You reckon that in my situation you’d scrabble and persevere and come out with a story to shill on ‘I Survived’. Or better, that you’ll be played by some James Franco type in a big budget movie that borders on simulated snuff before eventually painting you as a big brave hero. To tell you the truth, it’s just a lot of waiting around. Waiting for help, waiting for an idea, waiting for death - take your pick. 
Rescue seems pretty unlikely at this point. My phone’s been dead for hours now, not that it was much good before, signal gets thin the lower you go. I have tried, I really don’t want to come off as complacent in all this - just a little resigned. It’s just that very few people come ‘round here in a day - I mean, it’s not exactly a mapped and advertised hiking trail, is it? Sure, they do tours not too far away, but the dank and the dark and the unfinished walls off the beaten path aren’t exactly tourist traps - no pun intended.  Even if someone was able to come scrabbling down these parts, it’s not like anyone knows I’m here anyway. I’ve been told one too many times that its ‘stupid’ and ‘dangerous’ to go exploring in the catacombs - but the curiosity gets the better of me. Maybe it’s the contrarian in the back of my head, no matter how logical the argument is - if someone tells me what to do, I am compelled toward the opposite. 
I’ve had a million ideas as to my escape: I could remake the aforementioned movie and take a knife to the trapped limb - but I couldn’t tell you where my bag was if I tried, let alone reach it to grab something sharp, let alone get to my ankle from this position. Besides, freeing myself on the inside would only create more problems, one false move and the walls crumble in on me. As good a story as it would be to re-enact Saw in my suffocating little tomb here, I don’t think it would do much past bleeding me out a little quicker. Maybe add another miscellaneous limb to the tunnel’s collection. I could keep hollering and crying here, try to alert anyone at all that someone’s not-quite-dead down here. ‘Course that wouldn’t travel too far - nothing reverberates off these walls properly, something about the texture, I guess. Rows of cracked scalps and collected vertebrae aren’t wonderful for acoustics.
To tell the truth, there isn’t much point in hurting myself trying to escape. Getting unstuck is arguably the least of my worries, there’s the potential landslide of jagged femurs and fibulas that would overwhelm me, the unending darkness would stop me from finding my way back, and Lord knows where any of my supplies are now. I would either die running or die trapped, might as well sit down. I think it will be funny, in however many years when someone finally excavates these parts and finds my body. Under all the centuries of human rubble would be the remnants of me, a skeletal time traveller. I don’t know, maybe it wouldn’t be funny, but its something to hold onto. 


MAPPING 
Once more, he lays her down -
A comforting, familiar motion -
And smooths her mottled skin
With skilled hands
He smiles and starts to trace
Along her blackened veins.

Adventure thrums in his veins,
There is no thrill in settling down, 
He chooses instead to trace
A path of perpetual motion,
With her beneath his hands,
Soft against his thickened skin.

In front of him, her paper skin
And its inky web of veins.
It’s as if she takes his hand
And guides him down
With gentle, coaxing motions 
Revealing the path he must trace. 

Along her flesh are traces,
attempts to tattoo her skin,
Each faded by new motions
Strumming along her veins.
She has settled down
Into her life at his right hand.

She helps him gain the upper hand, 
Allows him to vanish without trace,
With trust that lines laid down
As scripture on her skin
Will pull him through the city’s veins,
Pacing in steady motion.

This is not ‘going through the motions’ -
There is reverence in his hands.
He skims his calloused fingers over veins,
Careful to leave no trace
Of his touch on her skin
Then once more, lays her down.

Veins coursing with ink, ready to set him in motion,
Down twisting roads, his eager hands,
Trace pathways on her skin. 


MISCONCEPTIONS
They like to tell you it’s all black down here, with only the flames to light the way. They’re wrong. For a start, Hell is unbearably cold - Dante figured it was just the final circle that was frozen, but it’s the whole place as far as I can tell. No fiery pits or red-hot pokers, although occasionally there’s a waft of sulphur on the air. But there is just frozen forest as far as the eye can see, crystallised pines jutting up from the earth like arrow heads among dunes of hard packed snow. Above the treeline, the sky - if it is sky - is always a powdery grey, the clouds - if they are clouds - refracting brilliant white light into every corner. I’ve never known the place to even dim down to a dusky evening hue, let alone darken to the inky pitch you seem to expect. Even the pines cast minimal shadows, leaving no reprieve from the aching brightness. No landmarks, no variation of any kind - just unending skies over frosted trees and icy grass. I have spent days at a time running, walking, trudging, and crawling in a single direction, hoping against hope for any semblance of change. I am yet to find any. 
I suppose, in a way, they are right about the burning though; fingers and feet constantly teeter on the edge of numbness, never quite giving any reprieve by succumbing to the cold. Not to mention the constant ache throbbing in the skull from the unbearable bright. Embarrassingly early in my stay, the sting on my purpled fingertips became overwhelming, and in a moment of feverish desperation I decided to end it - or at the very least exact some change. It was a playground rumour that a person could bite into their finger like a carrot if it weren’t for some biological imperative forcing you to stop, I figured bypassing that was worth a shot. As it turns out, the stiffness of the cold rends digits fairly brittle. Clamping down between my knuckles with a desperate grimace was simple, cathartic even. Issues only arose once the bitter, metallic taste of blood flooded my mouth - the whole-body tends to recoil from that. To tell you the truth, I wasn’t expecting to bleed. I didn’t think I could, the shock there probably didn’t help either. Still, I had succeeded in a way; I was no longer teetering on the harsh edge of numbness, instead there was wonderful throbbing pain emanating from the wound. Every once in a while, I’ll push and pick the black band wrapped under my fingernail just to relish in the sensation. Sometimes, I’ll dig a little harder and watch the constellations of red prickle up again. It’s nice to see a splash of colour against the whiteness. 

