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Solstice Shorts Festival




Cherry Potts


Solstice Shorts Festival originated over the break between Christmas and New Year in 2013, when I heard too late that someone had designated 21st December, the winter solstice and shortest day of the year, as Short Story Day. There was already a Short Story Week, in November, but this was new. I cursed a bit at missing it, and thought well, next year... by New Year I had a fully formed audacious little plan, that wouldn’t let go of me. It meant a lot of learning before I could even begin, never having run anything of the size before. And because I thought we would only do it once, I threw everything I was interested in into it. Short stories, obviously, but read by actors, and BSL interpreted. And traditional folk music, because of its ability to tell a story. I wanted the festival to be non-stop – story, three songs, story... for the roughly eight hours of daylight on the shortest day of the year.


I googled sunrise and sunset, I sought advice, sent cheeky emails, went on courses, approached potential judges, and applied for a grant from Arts Council England.


To my astonishment ACE said yes, and I put out a competition call for short stories and traditional music that celebrated time. We worked with West Greenwich Library and the Royal Observatory Greenwich, on the Prime Meridian, and the festival ran from sunrise to sunset on 21st December 2014, with everything BSL interpreted. Of course there had to be a book too, and Solstice Shorts: Sixteen Stories About Time, was published in time for the festival – the fastest turnaround we’ve ever done from deciding on the content to taking delivery on the boxes of books. Videos of everything that happened at the festival and all the subsequent ones can be found at https://arachnepress.com/solstice-shorts/ and all the books are available at https://arachnepress.com/shop. Since then we’ve held some kind of festival, not always funded, and not always live, thanks to Covid-19, until this year.


This book, Hiatus, is in place of a festival for 2022. It’s Arachne Press’s tenth anniversary and we are having a month-long festival for that, in January, so Solstice Shorts is taking a break. This collection represents the ‘Best of’ Solstice Shorts based on a public vote, for the best poem and best story from each book; where there was a dead heat, we have included more. We have rounded the book off with the winners of another competition, for two new pieces on the theme of Hiatus.
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Wednesday Afternoon




David Mathews


Some people think that numbers are dry little creatures, lacking in romance, contributing no excitement to our lives and loves, but they have no idea.


For many years I have lived with my dear husband in one of France’s least pretentious départements. The rolling hills, fields and woods, somnolent villages, low taxes and modest wines satisfy the families who have always lived here and appeal to wanderers who do not seek a big production for every holiday. The dramas of the landscape appear where the main river and its tributaries surge through steep valleys and gorges. Occasional excitement emerges from the rumbling jealousy between the main city and its rival to the south. The former boasts a fortress-like cathedral and the Préfecture, and the latter is deeply conscious of being home to a mere Sous Préfecture, but asserts itself in others ways. ‘Pah! We are a city, not a museum. We work, they play – and badly – when did they last beat us at rugby?’ Otherwise it is quiet country.


My husband and I own the chambre d’hôte at Chateau Magret, in a shallow farming valley, where the fields in summer disport themselves in sunflowers, maize and softly waving wheat.


Every Wednesday afternoon a certain Claude Floret kisses his little wife ever so tenderly and pops off in his little car, and ten minutes later he is here, at my chateau. At the same time my old friend Delphine Chasquet says bye-bye to her little husband. He goes off to play with his tractors, and she comes here too.


Delphine and I went to school together, and our long familiarity allows an arrangement to be made whereby Madame Chasquet and Monsieur Floret have rented a second floor bedroom on Wednesday afternoons for fifteen years. Occasionally they play Scrabble and for two Wednesdays in May they watch the tennis from Roland Garros. Most times, however, they follow a routine, working their way time and again in strict sequence through a manual of ninety-eight lovemaking positions.


They end their afternoon together by rating their experience from nought to five. Monsieur Floret, trained in the science of plants and soil, keeps meticulous records. He notes, as in any well-ordered study, the different conditions pertaining – time of year, weather, his and Madame Chasquet’s mood – and what the scientists among us call the experimental treatment, that is the characteristics of the position, including the requirement in each one for stretch, weight-bearing, use of furniture and joint articulation. This last parameter is of particular interest to Claude, beset as he is by a dodgy hip that will at some stage need replacement. He has in mind to publish his findings under the working title of ‘Effects of degenerative joint disease (DJD) on twist, turn and thrust (T3) in coitus’. I know this, because once Claude has set off for home Delphine joins me for a glass of muscat, and a little chat, before she too returns to her family.The systematic evaluation of positions has, happily, had a benign effect on the longevity of Claude’s and Delphine’s liaison. From time to time – and increasingly with age – the body falters. One Wednesday, accordingly, the encounter might lack a certain something, but there is no blame. ‘Do you not think, my dear, that this number 56 is not all it is cracked up to be? I don’t know why, but the slightest problem with my hamstring and, poof!’
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