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Twenty-f ive slices for just nine pence. I am there for every 
struggling family. I was f irst introduced to you by a mother that 
didn't know any better. Your father did know better, but chose not 
to say anything. Pointing out my inadequacies would make her 
feel bad, and she would cry and say that she wasn't a bad mother, 
and that it wasn't her fault that she didn't have the money for the 
f iner things.

Your childhood years were dark for me, mostly inside lunch 
boxes. But I did get to be at all of your birthday parties, among the 
scotch eggs, party rings and mini sausage rolls, though I was 
always left over, and put once again in a lunch box.
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When you turned thirteen, your mother 
started letting you go to the cinema on your own 
with friends. You would watch them as they rushed 
about buying sticky drinks and popcorn. You held a 
smuggled bag of raisins and a reused bottle of 
orange squash. After the f ilm you would all make a 
traditional trek to McDonalds. You'd claim you 
weren't hungry and sit nursing a small Coke while 
the others feasted on McNuggets, Big Macs and 
fries. Then, when you got home you'd f ish me out of 
the back of the fridge with other items that only saw 
the kitchen counter on such occasions; the gherkins, 
the eight-for-a-pound frozen beef burgers, and the 
sweet bread buns that your mother refused to buy 
because they contained too much sugar, but which 
you always managed to sneak into the trolley 
anyway. Your sister would enter the kitchen, see the 
array of ingredients and exclaim excitedly, ?Are you 
making fake MacDonalds?!? Your nodded reply was 
always sombre.

***

It was four years later when you f inally 
realised that my packet did not read ?cheese slice? 
but ?cheese f lavoured slice? and you threw me 
aside in disgust, vowing to never eat me again. You 
instructed your mother to stop buying me. Your 
friends stopped going to MacDonalds. Saturday jobs 
meant they could graduate to classier joints.  You'd 
go and only order dessert, or even just a tap water, 
and entertain the table while the waitress gave you 
dirty looks. You told your friends about my high 
plastic content. I don't contain any plastic, not in the 
bit you're meant to eat. Why would you say that? I 
am a blend of skimmed milk, vegetable fat, cheese 
and milk protein. It hurts when you lie about me and 
when your friends laugh, when you deride me when 
you see me in the supermarket and reprimand your 
mother for feeding me to you when you were young 
and growing. You made her cry and all because of 
me. I'm not worth crying over. If  you?ve proved 
anything, it?s that.

***

Art by Hannah Little



You're in your early twent ies before you even 
think about  me again. Everyone's lef t  uni and your 
f riends are scat tered across the globe. No one sees 
anyone anymore. It  takes weeks of  planning to get  
even three or four of  you in the same place in the 
summer to revisit  the music fest ivals of  your youth, 
or catch up on the ones you missed when you were 
too skint . Your years at  uni have opened your eyes to 
the habits of  the middle classes and as you saunter 
around the supermarket , you look at  the Gruyere and 
Hal loumi and the extra mature Cheddar with cracked 
black pepper, and you smack your l ips. You pile i t  in 
to your basket  and walk right  past  me on your way to 
the wine aisle. A good degree and a good deal  of  luck 
make me worry that  you wil l  never need me again, 
not  even to feed your own children.

You drive to pick up your f riend. Your f riend, 
you assume, who has never seen me in her l i fe. You 
now move in circles of  Oxbridge graduates. The 
privately educated who f ind your accent  at  best  
quaint , and at  worst  hi larious. They are good people 
though and, despite al l  aspersions, a very pract ical  
people. Your f riend gets in the seat  next  to you with 
three two l i t re bot t les of  st rong dry cider and a huge 
grin. ?Al lons-y!? she cries.

 You get  to the fest ival  late, and the wine is 
opened before anyone even thinks about  put t ing up 
the tent . You ment ion your hunger and your f riend 
pul ls out  two bags of  bread, a jar of  Nutel la and 
f inal ly, me. You stare at  me in horror. ?What the fuck 
are you doing with that?? you whisper under your 
breath, point ing menacingly in my direct ion.

our f riend f rowns before smil ing because she 
assumes a joke and is dist racted by the arrival  of  the 
rest  of  your party. Before anyone even says hel lo, a 
new arrival  spots me lying on the ground ?Ah!? they 
cry, ?I forgot  about  plast ic cheese! I forgot  to bring 
some. So glad you didn't !? You think that  the middle 
class accent  jars with the words. You stare at  them 
bemused, but  st i l l  can't  hide your disgust  when you 

look down at  me again. Your f riend picks me up 
and pops me open. ?The great  thing about  
cheese sl ices,? she says, ?is that  no matter how 
hot  they get  in the back of  a car, they don't  spoil  
or get  sweaty. Fucking genius for fest ivals 
when you don't  have a cool  box.?    

You wince. ?Cheese flavoured sl ices,? 
you correct , but  no one not ices. You think back 
to the car and the carrier bag ful l  of  sweaty 
Gruyere and Cheddar becoming sl imy and 
unappet ising. Your f riend has wedged me 
between two sl ices of  bread, and I'm of fered to 
you as a meal  constructed f rom ingredients 
cost ing less than two pence. You take me in 
your hands, and before I can even express my 
rel ief , your mouth is on me. You bite, you chew, 
you swal low. As your tongue explores my 
famil iar texture, you are enveloped with 
nostalgia, for childhood part ies and making 
fake McDonalds with your sister. Despite 
everything that  was said, you seem sad for 
neglect ing me for so long, and you resolve to 
apologise to your mother. I hope that  I can 
always t rigger these memories for you, the 
happy ones at  least , and that  the l ist  wil l  grow. 
Let 's start  with music fest ivals, and maybe one 
day I'l l  be a happy memory for your children 
too.



IF MY 
LIFE 
WAS 
A 
BOOK

If  my life was a book

I?d sail page by page

On uneven paper? cut? edges,

Nouns and actors would become spelling ad-verbs and

High speed verbrating trains roll ing down

Slopes of wide open pages,

Stainless from f ingerprinted bookworms

I rest with my s(h)elf  waiting, hoping

One day my leather bonded spine

Can stretch and breathe and dust off

Book mites who?ve called my storybook

Home sweet home?

Unfinished

My pages from twenty and six

Inkless, colourless to ninety so tricks

Rise up and crash down

Like a turbulent sea quake.

Tell me, tell please go read ahead

If my life was a book

How glorious it would be

to change my story from 

self  portrait bibliographies 

to abstract symmetry 

of sea crushing faires. 

Life can be so grand, 

as to let stories sweep

by 
Alexandr ia 
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There are talismans that exist which defend us from demons; for through the jumbled strings of their shamanic 
design they disperse a radiance that reveals our own presence mired in the underground, the underworld, infernal 
Hades, the acid f il led gut of Charbydis.

Sight is a precious talisman.  Gif ted with eyes to see, Dante was able to read the abyssal slogan slashed 
gruesomely into the obsidian rock of Hell?s gate: ?Abandon all hope ye who enter here.?  

Touch is a precious talisman.  Gif ted with f ingers to touch, Dante let slip his moorings in the midst of a lustful gale, 
blown about by the erotic tempest of Antony and Cleopatra; sent awhirl by the undulating ripples of Helen and 
Paris.  Storm tossed, he rose upon the height of a sensual wave, stranded in the midst of an infernal ocean, alone 
but surrounded by deep-sea sharks.

Taste is a precious talisman.  Gif ted with a tongue to taste, Dante joined the great worm Cerberus in his glutinous 
banquet.  Partaking in a pig?s trough f il led with shit and slurry, his stomach ballooned in jubilation and deflated 
almost immediately.  What miracle is this?  To feed on that which causes greater hunger!  There are many in the 
world above who would pay handsomely for such a dietary plan.  What child anorexic has not made the third circle 
of hell her home?

Hearing is a precious talisman.  Gif ted with ears to hear, Dante listened to the clink of coins as a thousand misers 
carted about piles of silver denarii.  The predictable raindrop clink of fall ing coins was only punctuated by an 
occasional thunderous crash as two misers, inhibited by the weight in their arms, made inevitable egregious 
contact.  Eyes closed, ears open, that clink and crash becomes the sound of storm clouds feeding a raging river.  
Eyes closed, ears open, that rainfall is all there is, a storm that becomes a f lood, a f lood that drowns the world.

Smell is a precious talisman.  Gif ted with a nose to smell, Dante felt the metallic f izz of anger travel through his 
nostrils l ike electricity.  The wrathful wage a war in the shallows of the River Styx, while the sullen and defeated 
are pushed back into the placid cold of its ink black waters.  Injustice is palpable, oppressors smell it, the 
oppressed smell it, they smell which way the wind is blowing.  Follow your nose hateful hunting hound; follow 
your nose frightened feral fox, tear gauges in each other til l the River swallows you both.

Dante ref lects: How precious are the senses if  they reveal the world as bleak and twilight?  What if  they tell us that 
we are in a cave, pointlessly watching shadows dart across a wall?  Even worse, what if  they tell us that we are 
below the cave, far from good pointless company, underground, spending our season in Hell?  

Intuit ion responds, f ired by a fragrance that in the ash-choked skies of the inferno seems un-sourced: We are 
nomadic creatures, passing constancies in the universal impermanence.  It is better to be pilgrims than settle for a 
suburban lifestyle that is both domestic and demonic.  Contentment with the world will be the death of our souls.  

Where did this insight come from?  From so low below hell that the world is turned on its head and the 
underground is made into a midnight sky?
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Dante walked through the City of Dis, a district of heretics and monsters, boasting an extensive population of 
cardinals and bishops.  Nailed into rusted coff ins, buried in the ground with no air hole beyond a single wound in 
the coff in lid that opened before their eyes - this sorry state was a sad parody of the tunnel vision they sported in 
life.  As Dante tread softly through this monstrous graveyard, a lonely voice cried out from below the earth.  

"Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke, dark whispers have told me that you come to take my place.  Are you there, Cardinal 
Burke?  Will you ever come and sit with me in the infernal moldering earth, with our ears stopped up and our eyes 
opened to nothing but abyssal l ight?  We shall speak of f ine things you and I, of doctrines and habits, and 
impositions, and we need never doubt for demons have nailed our openness shut with dirty nails.  Truly they've 
done us a service, barring the door to reason and revelation.  Out there we were crit icized and questioned, but in 
here below the earth we can sit in a tranquil, smoldering silence."

Dante passed quietly by, unwill ing to contemplate the fate of these cursed men, kept snug in their rusted coff ins.  
How awful to live without the Spirit nestled within your ear.  The echo of one's own self-righteousness makes for a 
miserable bedfellow.

Dante passed on by, seeping through a frozen pool of l ife water, scaling the cloudy heights of purgation, standing 
in awe before the Triune Rose.  Dante passed on by, but we stil l have so far to go.  So gather about you your 
senses, hold aloft your precious talismans and tune them to the world and all that l ies beyond.  There is something 
patiently active in the world beyond the sins of homophobic cardinals and other modern monsters.  There is a 
light beyond sight, a caress beyond sense, a sweetness beyond taste, a song beyond hearing, and a fragrance 
beyond scent blossoming from the intimate depths of a Rose. 

Why?

That is the wrong question; it is a Rose without a why.
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The Sacred Cod had three incarnations - the f irst, if  the 
rumors were true, and not some treasured red herring 
of the historians and antiquarians, would have hung in 
the old state house until 1747, when the poor building 
succumbed the the popular demise of most structures 

in that period and burned down. The second was lost in 
the Revolution, popularly ascribed to an anonymous 

lobsterback using the cultural artifact as large, 
ornamental t inder. Art, one must remember, is a soldier 

and a casualty in war. Curiously, there is no record of 
this f ish's existence besides its obituary in some off icial 

paperwork and personal diaries. The third hangs over 
the bicameral chamber today, turning its face towards 

the party in power, observing over three hundred years 
of polit ic's waves - f luid, powerful, inconsequential.

Its hanging reminded the members never to disrespect 
their most powerful industry. The f irst export to ever 
leave the shores of Massachusetts Bay was a cargo of 

f ish. After the talisman was carved and varnished by the 
great Bostonian artisans of the day, people began to 

call the original namesakes by holy honorif ics - all f ish 
became sacred cod. The excessively carefree 20's 

slapped an idolic f igure on their newly popular vehicles 
with their even more novel state-specif ic l iscence 

plates - brief ly, of course, as all the most highly 
fashionable is. Was.  

The third incarnation was wiser and more powerful than 
those preceeding. It survived its original home and was 

borne to its new perch on a bier wrapped in a f lag of 
the nation, to the applause of its fellow 

representatives. It survived the famous cod-napping of 
1933 by the satirists of the Harvard Lampoon - Brahmin 

sons of the revolution or the Mayflower or the 
moneymakers, the John Welches, Thomas Crafts Jr.s, 

John Rowes, Walter M. Brackets, and Lafayette 
Morrisons. They strode into the state house with the air 

of boys who had sacrilegiously played in halls just as 
ornate, whose shining shoes f lashed their badges of 
entry. The gleam in their well-mannered, high-born 

brows matched the polished f loor. The Sacred Cod was 
carried out on a slightly less magnanimous bier this 

time - merely a large box addressed "Flowers for the 
Governor". At least, it had the somewhat respectful 

company of several white dahlias.

The following day, for the f irst t ime in over a hundred 
years, the most faithful attendee missed role call. The 

congress balked to hold any ceremony without the 
representative of the sea watching over the sermon. 

The gavel dropped; session preceded. But the 
vacuum of the Sacred Cod was as powerful as its 

presence. Nervousness poured out of the State 
House's golden dome, spill ing down Beacon Hill and 

into the river. In a panic the chemical sludge of the 
Charles was dredged. A rumor that one of the 

Lampoon's editors was f lying to New Jersey caused 
the thorough search of his airplane at Newark. A 

scuff le ensued at Crimson headquarters. Two 
Lampooners subdued a Crimson, binding him in a 
closet and pouring water from the boiler over his 

head over and over. He tried not to think of the swim 
test he had barely passed to enter the school. The 

janitor who tried to save him, who had slowly 
worked his way from the Ivory Coast to the Ivy halls, 
was deported into the next room. It all ended in tea; 

cups passed between captors and captured.

One of these men called the mayor. The mysterious 
voice instructed James Michael Curley to look 

outside his window at the mourning municipal f lag. 
This would wrap the Sacred Cod when it was 

returned - though in honor or as a winding sheet, he 
dared not ask. "Try and catch us when we cop the 

f lag," dared the voice, and the line went dead.

Something, however, went awry in this prank. The 
plan was not fulf il led. Some dissident made his own 

call, luring the Harvard off icial Charles R. Apted to an 
alley of West Roxbury. There he waited, nervous and 

armed, for two men to emerge from their vehicle 
with their starched collars popped up and high-brow 

caps pulled low to hand over an unwrapped, 
somewhat shaken Cod - 4'11'' of solid wood, mind 

you - and speed away.

Her grandfather had not been one of the men 
looting and torturing, at least according to history, 

but she did not believe either that he had been the 
man to return the Sacred Cod. The shuff l ing 

exchange was hardly as honorable or ceremonious 
as her war-decorated grandfather. He did not 

approve of her choice of study in the most 
prestigious school of the nation, where she gained 

entry by legacy, through her father's side of course, 
not that exotic mail-order bride of an Algerian that 

had ensnared her father during a respectable career 
as U.N. ambassador. He did not l ike her friends 



making graff it i at the Museum School or studying 
engines and local management at UMass. He who 

had seen the worst of poverty in his Depression 
years at Harvard did not care for their so-called 

funding problems. She had given up trying to change 
his mind, but here she was thinking about him again, 

thinking he'd probably stood where she was now 
and that the eyes of the Sacred Cod seemed to 

recognize her resemblance to the old man.

That was the reason she had been invited. The 
original plan only involved Motley, Parkman, and 
Amy Cherry, the svelte greyish-blonde model of 

endless legs and silky hair with a name you might 
f ind at The Glass Slipper - long pointy nose 

notwithstanding. That was only a boy's fantasy - Amy 
wouldn't risk her scholarship - but for a week Cala 
nursed a deep resentment towards her friends for 
their blindness to her invaluable contribution. She 

told her second cousin, her closest confidant despite 
his distance, and though he disliked her 

fraternization, he told her she was beyond price, 
even if  they couldn't see it. When she confronted 
her friends with their idiotic omission - the friend 

who had heard countless times the story of her 
grandfather's role in the camaraderie of the 

cod-napping, to whom the Sacred Cod practically 
belonged as an heirloom, stop laughing! "Of course 
we're taking you, dumbass," said Motley. "You think 
the greyhound would ever come with us?" She was 

so relieved and embarrassed she didn't mind the 
slur.

It was thanks to her they managed at all. The boys 
had never been in the State House. They passed as 

tourists, or possibly-some-
interns-from-those-infernally-pestering-schools. 

The ones who kept crying "legislative indif ference", 
as if  they were the only f iscal worries that these 
representatives of the state had to consider. The 
boys had brought no backup, and Cala hissed at 

them about the height, the weight of the f ish. Motley 
f lexed, Parkman punched him, he pushed back. She 

rolled her eyes. Amy Cherry could never have helped 
them carry anything. 

Even with her help and expertise, they dropped it. It 
banged and scraped the rail ing, the desk, the chairs 

all set out stately in that place of respect. The noises 
called out for help; the f ins kept resisting against 

everything. She held the front, trying to ignore the eyes. 
When she was young, she had f irst met her grandfather in 

the State House. His disapproval of the marriage 
softened a litt le with the serious expression of his 

granddaughter, and he hoisted Cala Lafayette Morrison in 
his arms to show her the magnif icent palace of his power. 
Because of this tour and many others over the years, she 
knew the signif icance of each room, the paintings on the 

walls, and most importantly, the closet wherein one 
could f ind a stepladder.

Even struggling with a third of the weight could not 
diminish the adventure. Her friends from UMass liked to 

travel up to the other end of the red line and visit her, 
swooning over the sweeping arches and exposed brick of 

her old, dignif ied, and very expensive school. She was 
part happy to show them around, part embarrassed for 

the luxury she enjoyed while they complained of 
expensive books, budget cuts, cuts everywhere. 

Legislative indif ference from her precious State House. 
She tried to do something about it with the MassArt 

friends - who felt it their duty to call the world out from 
their ivory minarets - but the Arabic graff it i she managed 

to sprawl on the underbridge walls did not look as 
beautiful as the art she had studied, and her heart had 

quivered to wonder if  she would get arrested for 
terrorism, spreading the words of the enemy.

Her second cousin stil l l ived in Algeria with the rest of 
her mother's family. He liked conversing with her, 

practicing the English he had learned while studying in 
Belgium and Germany. He knew so much about Arabic 

calligraphy and Islam in art, and he could talk to her 
about the way she felt walking the West each day. He 
understood without her saying it why the graff it i had 

scared her so much. "Come to Algiers," he said, "and you 
can write as much as you want on the walls. You don't 

even need to speak Arabic, or have any kind of training. 
There's a place for everybody."

She confided in him deeply - about her crush on the 
Chechnyan brothers, about the graff it i and her fear of it, 
but she hesitated to tell him about the Cod, even after it 
had been found and returned. The second cod-napping 
had made big news, after all, which she was sure hadn't 

swum across the pond but with the NSA watching 
everything, especially conversations a North African 

relative...she trusted him, but instead told him about the 
dream she had received three nights straight, ever since 

she looked into the Sacred Cod's eyes.



A N  E S P E C IA L L Y  G O O D  S IG N  IS  T H E  
A P P E A R A N C E , PA R T IC U L A R L Y  T H E  C A T C H IN G , 

O F  A  F IS H

I am walking on Revere Beach - it 's where my friends and I usually go to swim, even though they like to freak out 
and say it 's full of needles, it 's actually really nice. And it goes for miles. I'm walking on it, very early in the 

morning, so there's no one there. Everything's quiet and empty and vast. Like the ocean. I know it 's not, but - in the 
way the dreams make sense, I know I'm looking at the whole ocean. And when I stop, and turn to look at it, I'm 

looking at the path the sun makes on the water, pointing from me to the heavens. And it opens - l ike Moses, but 
I've done nothing, it 's opened like it 's waiting for me. And I see everything that happens under the water - so many 

f ish like so much traff ic, but more colorful and layered than Storrow Drive. I get close - I'm not even aware of 
walking, I'm just moving somehow - and I realize I'm close enough to touch one, and of course I want to. So I try - 

and I get - a goldf ish. It 's really funny, l ike I never associate goldf ish with the sea, just a litt le f ish tank sort of f ish. 
And some dreams, it 's really l iteral, l ike a f ish that's golden, or seems to be made of gold. Bright unnatural yellow. I 
just catch it in my hands - sometimes one hand, and it struggles a litt le, l ike a child would when you pick it up and 
it wants to keep running. Then it looks at me, very serious, and it seems to recognize me. And - and-...and I, well I 

let it go. I open up my hand, and it swims away.

And then?

And then nothing. That's it, that's the end. Not always of the dream, but that's the end of the part that keeps 
happening.

Hold on, I want to look up something..."If  the sea opens and reveals its treasures, it is a portant of new spiritual 

guidance, or will f ind a good companion for this journey."

Neither Motley nor Parkman would make a good companion for any journey. Their whispers echoed so loudly in 
the emptiness, certainly someone would hear. She adjusted her hands- stil l avoiding the sentient eyes - and 

tugged, dragging the two arguing heads behind her. Her heart pounded too loud in her chest; she could feel the 
blood prickling all the way through her f ingertips. It felt l ike the darkened movie theatre where she had sat next to 
the younger brother, inching her hand closer to his but never touching. It felt l ike it had when she had sprayed her 

daring word on the underside of some Boston sidestreet. Yet this feeling was more - more meaningful, more 
thril l ing, more...redemptive.

Among enough twists to spin a compass rod, she managed to f ind the litt le util ity closet she knew hardly anyone 
used. Her father showed it to her once with a wink - he used to hide his beers in that forgotten room, in the clerk 

days. It was risky, for the door didn't close all the way, and yet its imperfection made it the most easily overlooked 
vault. Grandfather to Father to her, each one had passed along the perfect hiding place for a litt le workplace 

scotch, some wife-forbidden beer, and now a great talisman. Here, it wasn't stolen, just mischievously displaced. 
Her panicked heart calmed at her logic, and it steamrolled the opposition of Motley and Parkman.

Before they closed the door, she took another look back at the Sacred Cod. It stood, in vague dignity, wrapped in a 
protective sheet and resting on its wooden f ins, both conditions which she had insisted on. She threw her stare 
straight into its eyes, just to say that she was not afraid. They were waiting for her. She wondered who it of her 

legendary predecessors had returned the Cod, and how he had felt the compulsion strong enough to undermine 
the will of the others. She shook the thought out of her head and closed the door.
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 smells of l ibraries, she drinks far too much tea and, on occasion, wine. She spent her formative years in the 
North-East of England, but now resides in Leuven and works in Brussels at the VUB. She's working on her PhD in the 
artif icial intell igence lab using interdisciplinary methods to explore the emergence of structure in speech. She has 
degrees in Linguistics from the University of York and the University of Edinburgh, and has previously worked in the 
f ield of Science Communication in both Newcastle and Aberdeen. She has tried her hand at science journalism, 
stand-up comedy, public speaking and blogging about science, l inguistics and gender equality, and is now trying out 
her linguistic skil ls with more creative forms of f iction writ ing.

HANNAH LITTLE

ALEXANDRIA SOMIRS
 is a linguistics student at the Vrije Universiteit van Brussel in Brussels, Belgium. She spends her free time reading, 
writ ing stories and poetry and editing papers. She loves to play with language and in a sense tries to understand 
how language is used among dif ferent people. Sound symbolism is her central focus and with it she tries to extend 
her poetry to broaden people?s perspectives

CALLUM DAWSON
was too cool to send me a bio. I happen to know he is a student at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven studying 
theology and focusing on John Moriarty, a cit izen of Australia, and part l izard. He cannot refute that last part 
because he did not deem to write a bio for himself . Ha.

KATELYNNE DAVIS
spent much more time than she thought she would putting together this anthology and publishing it several 
months behind schedule. When she's not desperately behind deadlines, she tries to get out of her job as a barista 
and hopes to pursue a career as a professor in the future. She is currently working on a full-length novel tentatively 
tit led "I Am the Thirteenth Guest".  Design and photography, unless otherwise specif ied, is her fault.

Proper Writes is a dynamic group of writers situated in the student city of Leuven in 
Belgium. We're a mixed collection of authors, illustrators, film directors, photographers 
and fictitious characters that come together to construct anthologies, discuss literature, 
and argue with intense rhetorical vigor, all with a unique way of morphing creative 
thoughts into words and art. We come together to invoke what writing is. All are 
welcome to contribute literary or artistic pieces to our various anthologies: artists are all 
around us, and there's probably one living inside you right now.


