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By Sèphera Girón

“Lizzie Borden took an axe,

She gave her mother forty whacks.

When she saw what she had done,

She gave her father forty-one.”

The unsolved murders of Andrew and Abby Borden continue to linger in American pop culture more than 100 years after the crime in 1892. Many people believe that daughter Lizzie Borden committed the crimes, yet she was acquitted. Although the nursery rhyme points to Lizzie as the murderer with an axe, all this time later, no murder weapon has ever been found. It might have been an axe, a hatchet, a fireplace poker, or something else. 

Lizzie’s stepmother Abby Borden was murdered first in the upstairs bedroom known as the John Morse room while she was folding laundry. Andrew was murdered later that morning as he snoozed on the couch, home from work early with food poisoning. They both were victims of brutal head injuries from some kind of weapon, although neither one received 40 whacks. 

Abby Borden was Andrew’s second wife and stepmother to Emma and Lizzie. Alice Borden, born between Emma and Lizzie, died at age two. The girls’ birth mother and Andrew’s first wife, Sarah, died after Lizzie’s birth from an illness. The girls resented their new stepmother, Abby, and considered her a gold digger.

Bridget Sullivan was a young maid from Ireland who may or may not have been involved in the murder plot. She mysteriously went away right after the murders.

After the murders and Lizzie’s acquittal, Lizzie and Emma were estranged. Lizzie bought a nearby mansion known as Maplecroft, hosted parties, hung out with the theatre crowd, and possibly had an affair with actress Nance O’Neil. Emma moved away from Fall River.

Lizzie and Emma died nine days apart in different states in 1927. Neither sister ever married nor had children.

This anthology explores fictional ideas emanating from the grisly case. Did Lizzie do it? Did someone else do it? What was the motive? What was the weapon?

And how did I get dragged into all of this?

It’s been about 20 years now since I first entered the Lizzie Borden Bed and Breakfast. Numerous tour guides have regaled me with ideas and theories of life back in the 1800’s with the Bordens and how the murders might have happened. 

My own dance with the house held its own mysteries. 

You’ll find some of the fictional stories in this book allude to a horror writers’ conference that is held annually in New England, and up until a few years ago, about a 15-minute drive from the Lizzie Borden Bed and Breakfast. 

The conference is called NeCon (North Eastern Convention), and I always called it a summer camp for horror writers as it was held on a college campus for a few decades. We’d stay in residence, eat cafeteria food, talk on panels, play games, even baseball, and hold horrible talent shows. 

One year, I think around 2005, I decided to drive to NeCon, as I often did back then. But until that year, I always drove by myself and directly to NeCon. That year, the plan was to pack up my two sons, drive to Montreal to visit the late vampire writer Nancy Kilpatrick, and then drive to Maine, where for the first time, I’d leave the boys with their grandparents at their summer cabin, and then I’d head to NeCon. 

Back in those days, I did not have a cell phone; hardly anyone did. We used paper maps to find our way around; in fact, CAA made me a TripTik for my journey!

We made it to Nancy’s place, but I dented my new-to-me car door backing out of her place. She didn’t give me very good directions, helping me back out of her weird, tiny yard with a big tree in the middle. 

We were stopped at the border in Vermont and nearly turned back because I had vacuum-sealed packaged chicken sandwich meat in my cooler. I didn’t know about chicken back then, but I sure do now. The chicken was confiscated, and on we went. 

Then off to Maine, where I stayed one day, dropped the kids, and then headed to Salem to sightsee for an hour or so. After I left Salem, I was stuck in Boston traffic enroute to Rhode Island. 

Suddenly, a pop, and the transmission cap flew off my car. I saw it bouncing along the highway in my review mirror, and I lost power immediately. Luckily, somehow, I was near an exit that was on a windy hill, and I rolled down it and right into a gas station. Crazy luck, eh?

After some rigamarole, AAA came and towed me to NeCon for free. I swear by CAA/AAA, that trip alone was worth every penny I’ve ever paid into it. 

Since it was a weekend and New England, I had to wait until Monday to deal with the car. 

In the meantime, the conference was over on Sunday afternoon, and as it was a college residence, there was no staying over another night. 

Over the weekend, Lisa Mannetti kept bugging me to go stay at the Lizzie Borden Bed and Breakfast with a few others. They were going to stay overnight. At the time, I didn’t realize it was the very first overnight, as I knew she always took people from NeCon to tour the place over the previous years. She was obsessed with the Lizzie Borden case and would talk nonstop about it for years.

I was stranded, so I said yes, I’d join the overnight. 

I knew nothing about Lizzie Borden except the nursery rhyme. I didn’t really believe in ghosts either, although I wrote horror, read tarot cards, and was taking courses in occult and metaphysical subjects. I do not and still do not consider myself “psychic” or clairvoyant or even intuitive. I read tarot cards, but I do not read minds, and I’m no medium.

When I first walked into the house, a wall of grief and angst hit me like a ton of bricks. It was overwhelming. I’ll never forget that first sensation. 

When I went upstairs, I suddenly had a vision of children and toys in one of the rooms. Later, I was told that sometimes guests hear children’s toys like cars and balls rolling across the floor in the room below.

Every year, Lisa brought a cake to celebrate Lizzie’s birthday as the birthday often fell on or near the day we were there. If Lisa couldn’t go, someone else would bring the cake. We’d sing to Lizzie and wait for her to blow out the candles (which she never did) and we’d enjoy the cake. Perhaps a peace offering to the house before the night began. 

In that first visit, I had many unsettling experiences, including feeling ghost cats brushing across my legs, hands touching me, hot and cold sensations, cold spots, hot spots, goosebumps, visions of shadow people, and more. 

The group we were with included professional ghost hunters, and everyone was a horror writer from the conference. We had some crazy experiences that I’ve recounted over the years in blogs and at conferences. 

That first night, I was supposed to sleep in Emma’s room with Chesya Burke, but Chesya went to bed early and went to sleep. She didn’t know about all the weird, crazy things we got up to in the night. At one point, Lisa and I were chain-smoking on the porch, using the house phone to call nearby motels cause we were scared out of our minds. (No cell phones then, remember?) But no Fall River hotel wanted a couple of scaredy cat women to come screaming in at 3:00 in the morning!

By the time it was nearing dawn, I crept into the room to slide into the bed with Chesya, but there was a headless mannequin in the room, and I was too scared to go past it. I said to the others, “How can I sleep with someone who’s asleep?!?!”

So, in my cowardice, I slept on a rollout cot at the foot of Andrew Borden’s bed that a couple of my friends were sharing so they could protect me from the ghosts. For the next hour or so as I lay face down so I wouldn’t see anything, I felt the unmistakable kneading of invisible cats on my back. I’m not sure any of us slept.

From that time on, I’ve always slept in Andrew Borden’s room when I visit the house, whether I’m with someone or not. I dread the third floor for reasons I don’t understand. Lisa always picked Lizzie’s room though she’d talk about having sleep paralysis in the house so she would just stay up all night with Dennis Cummins watching videos in the parlor. 

And I shouldn’t say I’ve slept because I think in all the times I’ve stayed there, I’ve slept about a total of five hours combined. 

After that first night, I believe in something, not sure what. 

I managed to get my car fixed and got back to Toronto. My younger son contracted Lyme Disease from a tick bite in Maine, so that was the capper for a crazy trip in a crazy summer. The kids have never returned to Maine! But I’ve returned to the house many times. I’ve often felt the series of events was some kind of calling for me.

Over the years, I’ve felt that the house is a portal, where all kinds of spirits and entities come and go. It’s weird and creepy, and I don’t know why that is besides being the scene of horrific crimes.

For the first couple of years, there was one owner, then a new owner, Lee-Ann Wilber and a partner bought the place. She put in air conditioning, and right away, that destroyed the way to find hot spots and cold spots, which had been so apparent before she put in the modern conveniences. She found the place scary and had it saged a few times. She had a few psychics in to cleanse the place. She also did total renovations and added a building at the back for a gift shop, and she lived there. 

It was obvious that the saging had affected whatever was going on in that house. It wasn’t as robust as it was before air-conditioning and renovations. However, creepy things still happened, especially as the years went on. It always seemed odd to me that she’d try to get rid of the ghosts in a haunted house when the ghosts are what people are coming to experience!

After that first year, it became a bit of a tradition that Lisa Mannetti and sometimes me, would organize stays at the house after NeCon. Most of us couldn’t attend every year, including Lisa, but there was a little core of us who tried. Dennis Cummins would often drive many hours to pick up Corrine de Winter to come stay at the house, even if the two of them didn’t go to NeCon. Heather Graham and her husband, also named Dennis, came many times with various combinations of their children and grandchildren. Linda Addison, Stephanie M. Wytovich, and several others whose work appears in this book have visited at least once, whether with our little group or on their own. 

Corrine was not only an award-winning poet, she had an online metaphysical show, and we’d do live broadcasts from the house. She’d interview writers such as Heather Graham along with the various tour guides who might be around. Lisa and I would do tarot readings for people who would phone in. 

One time, I had a crystal ball that had been gifted to me when I was roasted at NeCon, and I read that on the air. I also nearly burned down the Borden family plot at the graveyard since it was a super dry summer that year, and the ball was like a giant magnifying glass when I put it on the ground. I smelled the burning and realized that I was about to start a fire before anything bad happened!

In all the seances, crystal ball readings, and tarot card readings that I’ve conducted, I never once felt Lizzie Borden herself. I always said, and I still say, that there’s no way she’d be hanging out at that Bed and Breakfast. She’d be hanging out in her beloved Maplecroft, which she bought after the murders, with her inheritance. I’ve never had the opportunity to go into Maplecroft, so I don’t know if she’s there either, though I’ve seen it from the outside a few times.

But lots of other spirits hang out at the Bed and Breakfast; some benevolent, some angry, some very scary. Which is why I say the house or the land is a portal of some sort.

On the other hand, Lisa would often claim Lizzie came to her through the tarot cards—that she was sending her messages. I can’t remember if Lizzie protested the murder. 

Odd things happened over the years that connected Lisa and Lizzie, but that’s for another time.

One year, I think it was before Lee-Ann bought the house, Lisa and I were feeling daring. We crept down to the basement. It was horrifically terrifying back then, before the renovations. And stories of people being embalmed down there along with other rumors, true or false, swarmed through our heads. We poked around the basement until we couldn’t take it anymore. As we ran up the stairs, we decided to liberate two small stones from the crumbling stone wall that lined the stairs.

We felt blasphemous carrying those stones. We scurried to the John Morse room where Abby Borden had been murdered, armed with the house Ouija board that I had sworn I’d never touch. But Lisa convinced me. We set up on little stools beside the Elizabeth Montgomery dress. We put the pebbles on the Ouija board. And then proceed to get freaked out doing a session. It’s so hard to describe what happens, how it happens. It’s a thick energy, goosebumps, burning, taps, so many things happen. I often see shadow people of all sizes, and I’d never seen them before my first time at Lizzie’s. But that planchette was moving and we were tripping.

We ran back downstairs, and put the stones back on their crumbling ledge wall. We ran back up and I can’t remember what we did, likely hung out with everyone else in the living room. 

The next day, we all went to the Borden graveyard. As Lisa dug in her purse for one of her endless cigarettes, she pulled out one of the pebbles. She threw it in fear, wondering how it got there. Then some feathers blew by. 

When Lisa got home, she told me the pebble showed up again in her purse and so had feathers. 

Whether she was pulling a fast one over me or not, it was creepy and freaky and one of my favorite Lizzie memories with Lisa. 

The very last organized visit to the house was deeply unorganized, and by the end of it, it was just Lisa Mannetti, Corrine de Winter, Dennis Cummins, and me. 

A short time later, Dennis died. 

A couple of years later, Lisa died. 

A year after Lisa, practically to the day, Corrine died. 

The house cat, Max, who was around 22 years old, died.

Lee-Ann sold the house and died shortly after closing. 

There are now new owners, and I’ve not been there overnight since that last time with all my friends who died. 

I miss all of my Lizzie adventure friends, living and dead. 

Lisa and I became very close friends through all our adventures. She was a talented, award-winning author and often wrote about the Lizzie Borden case. She was very kind and generous and spoiled me a lot throughout the years, especially during my rough times. We had dozens of late-night rambling phone calls. We even roomed at conventions a couple of times. She died August 19, 2021. She would have loved this anthology. She would have been the editor for this anthology had she survived her cancer battle. I picked stories that I felt she would enjoy. 

Rest in Power, Lisa, I love you and miss you.

The house is the house. It’s intriguing and strange, and the spot where unsolved true crimes happened. 

The stories in this book reflect the authors’ impressions of the crime, the people involved, and the house itself through fiction. 

We hope you enjoy this book, or at least that it gives you food for thought.

Who do you think murdered Andrew and Abby Borden?


~ Sèphera Girón

August 19, 2025
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​Lizzie Borden Took an Axe 
By Meera Sahi
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A note to the reader. The following essay neither condones nor condemns the alleged axe murderers or the supposed murderer. This essay is a reflection of possible considerations, reasons we will likely never have at length, if at all, just well-grounded conjecture on Miss Lizzie Andrew Borden. Of course, no one condones murder in real life as we condone no other social ills, but I do believe wondering why perhaps she, and many women in history, have acted allegedly by axe or poison in such a way is still a vital question to ask ourselves and the act of asking itself can inform us about who we are as a society now and how we were then.

Fall River, Massachusetts is an industrial city in Southeastern Massachusetts known mostly for its position on the water, proximity to Providence, Rhode Island, and Cotton Textile Mills, rather than ghosts, until Lizzie Borden’s trial. It still has ghosts, the Borden house aside. 

The city of Fall River, Massachusetts, was purchased from the Indigenous Tribes of Wampanoag people in 1659 and was formally settled by 1686. There is also a history of Irish immigrants to Fall River. In addition, its very name “Fall River” comes from the Algonquin term Quequechan, literally meaning “Falling Water.” 

Fall River’s history of textile mills dates to the 1810’s (or the Regency and Napoleonic eras in Europe) at the earliest. Whilst unheard of until the Borden story made the paper in May 1892, it was the site of multiple labor union strikes, and mill workers played an important role in those unions. 

Perhaps, the house of Borden was doomed to fall from the start. According to primary sources, Lizzie’s father, Andrew Borden, was a dour and unnecessarily cruel man, whilst Abby Borden, according to both Lizzie and her eldest sister Emma Borden, was rather distant and controlling at times. But does this excuse murder? I still do not believe so, but perhaps we are not investigating enough. 

The judge and jury of Lizzie’s trial ruled the evidence against Lizzie too circumstantial. In addition, Lizzie Borden claimed at the time of her trial that she was menstruating, which in the 1890’s often implied some level of madness, whether mental or otherwise. It is also worth noting that Lizzie, unlike many others, was a conventionally pretty and quiet white woman; many racialized people, such as black women, would face the severest repercussions on their period or otherwise. It is not impossible, merely highly unlikely, that Lizzie was a victim of sexual violence from her father. We also know Lizzie never married, and whilst we will never know what she would call herself, my best guess is lesbian or sapphic, which is far more probable. Of course, not all abuse is sexual abuse. Either Abby or Andrew could have made Lizzie snap that day, on top of the usual Victorian decorum. We also know Lizzie Borden cared for animals and did not take kindly to her father slaughtering pigeons or his frugality.

Regardless of whether the murders were in self-defense, for upward social mobility, out of a place of rage, or being understandably traumatized, I do believe we, as a society, then and now, have an issue with morally complex and fallible women. In this regard, we have much to do; let us take the Trial of Lizzie Andrew Borden and all the subsequent stories therein as an example of the consequences of failing women. 

_______________________
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​How the Sunday Woman Sang 
By James Carraghan
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SANG. To Mourn, as for the death of a parent.

—A Chinese-English Dictionary by Herbert A Giles. London, 1892.

It was warm already as she woke on the mattress. Lizzie could hear the birds calling coo, coo, what can she do? But these were not her birds. If she could only rest longer. There was no focus to her head. It had to be morning now. Her eyes were heavy, as if her lids were a series of scales lifting past each other. The different sounds of the day had wakened her. The queasiness she felt inside would settle to peace if she could just rest. The smell of unpleasantness was commonplace as to be normal now.

The heat came up with the day, and it was already later than she thought. She could confirm no hour by the clock. Where were the pins and the comb? Patting her hair, she lingered there, palm flat on her scalp, and felt the heaviness in her hands. She found the pins and shook her fingers awake. Twirling hair around finger the way she was taught, she turned her hair into something ordered. Her dress was mostly undisturbed. She did not remember putting her dress on or taking off her other dress the night before, or changing dresses come that afternoon. Surely it must be tomorrow-become-today. The water basin rested on the dressing table as it had been through the night. The moon might catch it. She would be given the moon and all if she was patient. There was no concern for a razor to be placed near her basin. The moon had been waxing higher, gaining candle drippings to fill its face. There was no mirror in her room then. She checked her hair in the nervously shaking water basin—now moonless.

Weather poured through the window on the farthest side. She could see on the green-carpeted stretch between buildings a bird wet with purple in its darkness. The dark bird flew to the roof, making a mournful song. She once asked her sister of the pigeons, “When does cooing become crying?” and Emma looked determined and away. 

Playful and solemn tones revisited her mind. If she could only stay up in the morning air all day, even with the queasiness she feels, she could be at peace with it. With the heat coming up through the day, she wished she could go to the barn. Life is a pear, a beautiful pear, and if she imagined it well enough, she could bite into it and feel it full in her mouth and the teasing drip of it at the corner of her lips.

The pear in her hand was too young. Now she feels the metal rung of the headrest under her hand. In her dreams, outside of herself and her home, the hatchet falls as easily as the reflection of the moon into a water basin. She was drawn to it again and again. If she ever leaves, no matter how, she will never chop her own firewood.

She decided to make use of her time. She sat down with what they have allowed her in due course. She will make a letter and a lesson. Outside of herself, a guard looks on. Eyes unfocused, her pencil traced the words, letters, and sounds; all of the daydreams and nausea that flowed through her mind in the afternoon heat. She found that she was still waking, sluggish from what the Doctor had given her before, well-intended though he is. “Father, may I?” she asks of no one in the room with her. I am in my Father, she remembers, and ye in me, and I in you. She knows her script and scripture, for so she was taught. And she now teaches! The Chinese workers who joined the lessons took to calling her Sunday Woman among themselves. She held her writing paper inside of the book of Chinese characters naming something new on each page. “Read sang. To lose. To Destroy,” the page offered her then. She flipped ahead—enough destruction. The characters were like line drawings, following one another like a nursery rhyme: this is the house and this is the steeple; this is the home with all the church people. The pieces she sang marched through once more—this is the pear and the pigeon and the handle of truth and the light. She had thought of asking them after lessons what characters she is made from, but has decided not to. 

The other Sunday women made their own rows as charges and accusations rolled out from the court to the papers. In her sleep last night, there were 12—that dozen pairs of eyes looked and asked without saying, coo, coo, what did you do? Just as there were 12 apostles, so too another 12 sat in judgment. 

When the tour of detectives and lawyers came to photograph the rooms, they took multiple exposures of each room. Each of them had their own place of priority. Now they were all jumbled inside of her, multiple exposures printed on a single plate. Delicacy prevented her from staring at what she has learned that she must not see in court. She was told, “Try not to remember them thus.” Emma’s eyes met her own in the dark scene there. A face that looked like entrails ripped from a rabbit’s belly. A body, tipped like a baby mid somersault. Heads, shoulders, knees...

Where was Doctor Bowen and her medicine? He had been so helpful to her and attentive. She called for him and he did not come. The officer did not speak.

The others sat in the court with their eyes framed by parted fingers and hands shuttered over mouths. Father was wrapped in brown paper. A white, faded shawl covering Mrs. Borden was uncovered by a casually thrown hatchet. Both of them sat before her in the most elemental way. She thought in that horrid moment that their bodies were not together—they had been further ripped apart from whatever had happened. Oh God, to think that Father’s face had been stripped bare! She was certain she was not yet awake—that all of this had been a dream. She was sick all over again and accused of making a scene for sympathy.

She and Emma had always chosen not to play with spirits. They seemed to flow through her of late—whenever she turned in bed or paused over her Bible. Sisters are meant to understand each other, but she cannot understand now the look of half-doubt in her sister’s eye, even as she said, “Yes. Yes, I will not give you to them. I will not give you away.” It would be so tempting to call to Father again, but she knows that must wait for another time. 

She wanted to forget. The morphine from Doctor Bowen made her restful. But resting is not forgetting, she shivered. In the cell, she ran her hand along the bedframe and felt the small face at its joint—two screw eyes, a moon mouth, and a melon-wedge nose. A hidden companion to keep her company from the mice and through the lightning storms in her eyes.

Oh! But for the heat and the light! How it shone in memory and light like the picture she had not wanted to see, or like the light flashed between the tree leaves. The light would spin through her skin and the leaves until the heat called her inside. The screen door was open and tempting where the girl had left it off the latch in the laziness of a hot afternoon. The sickness lingered in her mouth, right behind her back teeth. Mrs.—had told her all about it once—this feeling she had when she carried an unexpected visitor in the world—a freeloader in her father’s house. 

Stray hairs. Stray blood and bone. It would be everywhere. Inside of her secret room. The room was empty. The dressings were soaking in the cellar. 

Lizzie had seen the too-horrible sight of her skull laid bare, and one of the men had called for smelling salts and a recess. Let not your heart be troubled. She was given a jacket (for lack of a pillow) to rest a moment outside of the court. She rested her head softly on the jacket. It was all the help that could be given her—Doctor Bowen was out on an emergency call. She needed to remember as much as to forget. And she accepted this as she wished she could sleep without waking forever.

Her life was caffeine and salts to keep awake and morphine to sleep. Rousting and resting. Where was Doctor Bowen? It could not have been that long since his last visit. The sun was higher than she remembered when she looked before.

There was a fire already lit inside of the kitchen. She could burn it while the chance was at hand. “Oh, but you see, Lizzie...” Miss A— was just trying to help, she said later. No, Lizzie did not see then. Now, of course, she could see as only hindsight could provide. But she had no reason to see what it mattered then, she thought. How comforting it must be to live a life without reason.

She closed the book and looked to the officer, watching back at her. 

So many eyes kept looking upon a home already so small! A house so small one inch was too much to give. There was so much to hear in a house kept quiet by separate lives. If she listened, she could hear where that girl Maggie would go off to. It seemed in those last days that she was never where she was needed. There were so few places to run and hide in at home. Lizzie thought: Maggie avoids me. Not with malice, but not with a kindly heart either. Of course, Maggie had seen nothing—as all servants used to service would testify. 

Maggie was gone now, off to work at that other woman’s house.

Lizzie was certain she knew every crook in every room.

That afternoon, officers were stationed like fence posts around the property. There is nothing hid that shall not be known. 

She felt sympathy for those who understood the circumstances in some deep part of themselves. She looked at what progress she had made on the lesson and thought of a hymn that they could sing with it; something the little Chinese children still learning the language of their new land could take joy in. She sang under her breath and worried somewhere, someone was listening for a tear in her voice. The dark bird outside rose again. She could see it was grey-capped now. Coo, coo, what did you do? Even in her shock of hearing, she won’t upset the inkwell. She had that much determination in her. Her fingers were not her own and she could not tell if the words that she had written (for she had written them before) were blurry and wrong because of her eyes or her hand, or even just her own mind as it floated inside her skull like black milk.

This pear is too soft, she remembers thinking. She says to herself now that she should have buried it, the way all softly rotted things should be buried. She was never one to cry, but now would be the time for it. She did not feel sorrow for herself, but for the pear and the dark bird. Father had seen the dark bird too—and brutal beaked it cooed and clawed beyond any dream either of them could recall. Coo, coo, what will she do?

Questions still asked themselves ever after the officers left her to herself. She did not remember. Her thoughts pieced themselves together. There was a story in the paper, Emma told her at their last visit, that said there was another murder with an axe. Someone who could have been involved in their own tragedy.

She thought she remembered: that afternoon, before the robbery had happened, she could hear the men on the street as she passed and paid them no mind when they barked out at each other a casa estara vazin agora in passing. She wrinkled her nose, wondering from the pieces of the language she had heard before if they were speaking to her, or to each other, or to God, or to no one in particular. She would not have questioned if someone had told her drink was at hand! She tried to remember and write down the sounds of it after, but it came out as nonsense, and there was nothing more to be done. When she thought of the men in grey shabby clothes on the street, the dark man in the yard, the hidden man she only heard Father rowing with, she felt that there was no purpose to it now. All there had been for them to do then was lock one more bolt come nightfall. 

When she had asked Father, he had told her that it was to be of no concern to her. In that moment, she had felt kindly toward him, as she had when she was his little daughter and he had looked upon her as he did when she gave him the ring he wore even after death, and because of this, she had felt a moment almost of warmth between them. If only someone else had seen and known she had harbored nothing ill toward him. 

“I am suspected,” she remembered saying to Doctor Bowen. Her voice had risen as if it were a question she had brought for his professional consideration.

Yes, he told her then. “Suspected of it all.”

The Doctor gave her medicine. She kept her eyes open as everything around her became a glass portrait.

She looked about her and had not noticed the water basin change or the papers and pencil being removed. She had not thought to ask what she had eaten and when. Solitary meals without acknowledgement were nothing new to her. Her legs felt loose and heavy, and shifting to sit on the mattress offered only false hope. The sun was very low now. There was a whisper of kerosene. The dark bird was gone. Tomorrow—today—yesterday and ever would never be the same. No need to change dresses, she thought. The officer looked elsewhere.

She would rest fitfully now. For this, she could not be blamed.
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​Menstruate, a Murder 
By Stephanie M. Wytovich
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To sleep in a bedroom of mourning, 

you dissolved into mirrors, labored 

through courtroom skulls, the blows to

memory a quiet suffering spent in isolated

rooms  dreaming of pears.

Ripe spinster woman, the heads of pigeons

stuffed in your dress,     you bled fallen rivers

in basement pails, licked stolen kisses 


in closeted rooms. Death-wrapped



you danced, a tango of wooden stairs,

each step a dripping candle, a smile carved

acid and blade. 

Courted by headlines, they seduced 

your butchery,    a poem

turned sinew and meat. You feigned

virtue. Drank from teacups and

autopsies, a walking cemetery

of etiquette and charm. Your bodice

tight, lips sealed: the axe 

glistening between your legs  red 

with the scent of their ghosts.
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​Strike 
By Mia Dalia
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I’ve always hated being watched. I can feel people’s eyes on me, slimy against dry skin, dull with incomprehension, rancid with judgment. It’s how Father had always looked at me, but he learned his lesson, didn’t he? Got his eye cleaved in two. How’s that for justice? 

The men of the jury, bewhiskered and neatly buttoned, secure in their self-righteousness and stiffly starched collars, watched me closely, as if guilt was something I’d wear like a frock. I could feel their gazes, intrusive and insistent. Twelve men for 12 days. Did they see a wicked hag in the accused seat or a maiden wronged? Surely to them, a woman could only be one or another. I kept my countenance still, allowing none of what simmered beneath my skin to surface. 

Let them believe what they will, I told myself. Let them believe what we wish them to believe, my defense had argued. The trial was a farce, with enough plot turns for the most fantastical of novels. I admit I did faint when they brought out the heads. It wasn’t out of guilt, as some speculated, nor was it shock, as others believed. I was simply dismayed to see my father and stepmother again, like ruined ghosts shouting muted accusations into the world.

And yet, after all that, they acquitted me. I stood outside that courthouse and told them all that I was the happiest woman in the world. The reporters gathered like vultures, scribbled my words down, and I left them to their speculations. 

A woman is brought up to tell people what they want to hear. She twists her reality to fit into someone else’s vision until she can hardly stand it. Each lie cuts like a hatchet, until the truth bleeds out to death. Trust me, I know. 

So, I smiled and looked grateful as I walked away. What a nebulous notion happiness is anyway, when there is something so much better: freedom. 

I’ve always wanted to be free. Father had made it impossible. For all the curated treats he would allow my sister and me, like the house he gave and took away, he had always kept the reins tight, leather digging into skin with each pull. He liked the hold he had on us, relished it. 

He’d been a tight-fisted bastard all around, despite all his good fortune. Refused to connect the house to the gas mains or install the telephone. Wouldn’t even pay to have indoor plumbing put in. Praised frugality as a virtue, when it was really about control. Just like when he slaughtered my beloved pigeons. Just like all the other terrible things he had done that I cannot bear to think about. 

Our mother couldn’t stand him and, in the end, didn’t for long, beating a hasty retreat from this mortal coil at 40. A few years later, he married that gold digger Abby. 

Oh, how my sister and I hated them both, how we wished to be free of them. Only we envisioned it in our own ways. I would picture a future ushered in by blood and violence, like every birth. 

My sister had different ideas. But poisoned mutton? Seriously? Emma was no better a poisoner than I was a dancer. But then, she never did have much of an imagination. Years of our father’s heavy eyes and heavier hands had nearly extinguished her flame, whereas my inner fire, once lit, burned brighter and brighter. 

Besides, I had a friend. An unusual one, but when it comes to friendships, I believe they choose us more than we choose them. 

The hatchet first spoke to me when I was only a girl. I had ignored it then, but it persisted. A kind word here and there, a reassuring presence. Eventually, we began to converse in earnest. 

Of course, it was the handle of the hatchet that spoke to me, not the head. The wood from which the former was made had once been alive. The metal of the latter was only ever a dead thing. 

The greatest violation Father had ever committed toward me—amid so many to choose from—was when he used my hatchet, my friend, to kill my darling pigeons. I had only recently built the roost for them. Their cooing soothed my soul. He said they were attracting local children to hunt them, but it was a lie, a justification for his violent desires. Father always did think of himself as a moral man. 

Fresh blood was left on the blade, and as I cleaned and calmed my friend, he told me he had just had the most wonderful idea. 

“You are in shock,” I told him. 

“Oh, no,” he said in that strange, quiet voice of his that I had come to love. “I can see everything clearly now. Sometimes in life, one must be a hatchet.” 
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