
Life, The Universe, and Everything

W e have found the answer, unfortunately, we got the question 
wrong. Such is the fate in Douglas Adams’ ‘Hitchhikers Guide 

to the Galaxy’, where the scientists retroactively create the question 
from the answer and decide that in order to understand life we need 
to know how many roads must a man walk down, and the answer, of 
course, is 42. 

Now if all roads lead to Rome, does that not mean there is technically 
only one road, with all other roads merely byways? So to acomplish the 
task of walking 42 roads in order to understand the meaning of life, the 
universe, and everything, do we have to walk this one road 42 times, 
and is that even possible if this one road has no true beginning or end? 
Or is the idea of a ‘road’ something that is as intangiable as the idea 
that 42 is somehow the answer. 

We don’t have many answers here at the stanzas hq – which at 
this moment is a bus jam-packed with much more than 42 humans; 
Side Note, if there is an answer to Life, the Universe and Everything, it is 
probably under the back seat of a bus, put there by some comic futurologist 
because she knew we’d never check – we don’t have many answers, but we 
do have a lot of questions:

Who Am I?
Why Does My Soul Pang?
What Is It About Fresh Bread That Smells So Good?
These are all important questions, and they are worth asking, and 

some are easilly answered: Fresh Bread is yeasty and delicious. For the 
most part though, we’d like not to answer anything, we’d rather be the 
child, or Socrates, asking Why, Why, Why, all the time. And as Louis CK 
says, Because Some Things Are, And Some Things Are Not – But Why?

Science is very good as asking and answering most questions, but 
gets terribly caught up with the whys. That’s why we’re here, the mad 
hatters, the ruffians, the hippies, to keep asking why, not for any reason, 
but simply so that you may step back, pause, and say: 

Why Bloody Not
stanzas
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to our brains
for keeping us up

asking
did I turn the boiler off?
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Ortolan
Nina O’Donovan

So this is how it goes.
Slow, it’s small body
soaks. Sweet, strong
liquor to mask the taste.

Eventually it’s tiny
loosened bones
will bend like grass stalks.
(In the morning,
there will be nothing
left to sing.)

Am I the bird
again, drunk-drowned
and regretful?
Covered white; this way
when the eye of god
burns hot, it cannot see me.

And when the morning
turns, and your soft mouth
turns to break
the bones of me
they cannot hurt you.

You’re lucky;
I can hold it well.
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Carnage
Fiona Grimes

4 am, I’m still wondering
how deep.
4 am, I’m left lying awake wondering
Will I get a phone call.
4 am, wondering
If I should tell someone.
4 am, dwelling on
What ifs.
4 am, Imagining
The worst.
4 am, trying
To see if I could cope.
4 am, calculating 
the possibility of picking up the pieces.
4 am, thinking
I’d have to be the strong one.
4 am, knowing
You’d cripple everyone.
4 am, knowing 
You’ll do it by accident.
4 am, knowing 
You said you’d never go that deep.
4 am, not knowing
And still asking why.
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Questioning
Ciarán MacChoncarraige

Superstition is a kiss, gently planted upon the forehead.

It is the quelling of tides of brine,
The licking and healing of wounds –
Both the cavernous and the concealed.
Its questions can silence it –
That rapturous thunderclap;
The chaos of the train of thought.

Superstition is art, both crude and definitive.

It is a tantalising tango that provokes suspicion. 
A dance that challenges perception,
That caresses her fragile frame, swaying
In sepia-tone to songs of truth.
It is not a claim, but a declaration.
It is not a belief, but a statement of fact.

To her, questioning is reasoning.
This mental provocation signifies progress, and
In some small way, it has become my truth.

Superstition was a kiss she planted upon my forehead.
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Disembodied
Glen Wilson

I watch a New York skyline
fade into the credits, as I catch
my reflection in the screen,
 
I realise I’m not there,
 
I’m here in the dip of the Bann valley
where real life or death decisions are made
without background music to ratchet up the tension.
 
Your daily downfall doesn’t take a break
to sell you wrinkle decreasing cream
or put the latest gadget within your reach.
 
All the other narratives move –
 
broken contracts mended, revenge assuaged
Innocence sold – and I sit here counting off
my heartbeats as if they don’t matter
 
I switch off the television, head upstairs
to the bathroom and throw cold water
over my face and stare at the mirror.
 
I rub the bristled terrain of my chin,
surveying with my fingers the places
mapped out by experience, that slight
 
valley a mark from youth, those pools
of soul left to me, my fathers, the ridge of
my mouth is carved out for me by my mother.
 
It is a portrait bestowed on me, a photocopy
yet also a fresh watercolour. I take my blade
and cut back the layers, finding that sometimes
 
I bleed, sometimes I clear ground.
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Dream #23
Glen Wilson

Dreams go to places where people
swap out, others incongruous step in,
shake off a rain flecked umbrella,
make themselves at home.
Then you study the surroundings
and no longer find them familiar
Though this is your house, the tea towel
is too chintzy, hung too neat, as if unused,
there for show. An old Kettle boils
one like my Nana’s whistling I’m ready, I’m ready.
A tray of buns sits cooling at the window
heat coming off it like a cliché. Did I make them?
Or was it this stranger sitting before me?
She takes off all her clothes but does not move
to make love. I find myself undressing too
‘Who are you?’
‘I’m if your x was y’.
I say I’m sorry to my alternative self.
‘Oh don’t apologize, I’ve never had to live
with the consequences of my choices’
‘What’s that like?’
‘It’s like every action is a blank page’
She feeds me a bun, icing dripping
from her fingers, she licks them, slaps
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her flank ‘See I can eat what I want’
I think but who sees your perfect form?
She smiles as if reading my mind
‘Only God and me and that’s more than enough.
I chew the last piece of bread,
‘I have to go’
‘Don’t wear so many clothes, but do wear something’
I step out of the kitchen back door
and in harsh light awake.
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Morning Patrol
Kathryn Keane

0800 hours: the routine patrol. I took a right past the supply hold, 
marched past the door that led up to the cockpit, resisted the 

temptation to take a quick glimpse out of the porthole at the infinity 
of blackness speckled with stars and headed towards Pen 1805-A. The 
bumps and rivets of the floor hit my feet as I walked. I passed under an 
oxygen supply vent and winced at the sudden whoosh of cold air that 
blasted me. It was one of those little annoyances I’d never gotten used 
to, although I’d been on the interplanetary vessel ZX27860 as long as I 
could remember. Then again, I couldn’t waste time whinging. Today I 
was scheduled to supervise the cargo. 

As I came closer to the pen, I struggled to hold back a retch. A 
foul odour of tangy, dried sweat, festering urine and layers of rotting 
faeces pressed in on me like a living thing. I switched on the filter in 
my helmet that would strip away the stench and allow me to breathe 
normally. The cargo had long since grown resigned to it. The light 
strips set into the ceiling flickered weakly. What dim light that was 
available filtered through the layers of cracked, smeared glass of a few 
scattered strips, but most were long gone out. Amidst this dinginess I 
found the high wire fencing difficult to make out, but as I approached 
the 56 occupants of Pen 1805-A, their faces started looking like faces, 
not silhouettes. #53 stood in his usual place, shaking the wire with his 
fists and spitting at me.

‘Yuh goddamn pig. Monster. Let us go. We ain’t cattle, yuh know!’
‘Please remain silent,’ I instructed him. ‘If you do not comply, 

sedatives will be released upon this pen.’
‘So what?’ he said. ‘What’s a few hours asleep when you’re dead at 

the end of the line anyway?’
#47 laid a hand on #53’s shoulder, shaking his head and gesturing 

for #53 to move away. 
‘Alright, alright,’ #53 mumbled, backing away from the fencing. 

Shooting a final glare and a snarling, ‘Fuckin’ pig,’ my way, he turned 
his back on me. 



13

He was impossible to reason with. I moved away from him quickly 
and began monitoring the rest of the pen. As usual, he was the only 
one to cause any trouble. The others stood as still as if they’d already 
been through the slaughterhouse. They had no room to move, after all; 
the pen was designed to give each standing room, but nothing more. 
Movement sheds fat, and fat – or, more precisely, plenty of fresh meat 
– was exactly what our buyers were paying for. Some gazed sullenly at 
me; more eyes were dull as switched-off computer screens. Dressed in 
the regulation grey shirt and trousers with their identification number 
stitched into the breast pocket, they seemed as identical as the slats on 
a conveyor belt. 

The door swung shut behind me as I settled in behind the glass 
of Pen 1805-A’s control bay. 0815 hours; time to deliver the pen’s water 
supplies. The lever to my left creaked as I pulled it down. The pen was 
showered with the yellowish brown, bitter water comprised from the 
ship’s waste. Faint moans, then cries of excitement rose from the crowd 
as they strained to catch a few drops in their hands or lick them from 
where they landed on their faces. Meanwhile I took a generous swig 
from my daily standard-issue bottle of deionised and filtered water. 
After 10.5 minutes the shower heads sputtered to a halt. I allowed a 
few moments for the cargo to finish scrabbling for the final few drops. 
Now I could feed them. I turned the dial to the right of the lever 
and watched as the lard slopped down onto the cargo’s heads. They 
pushed and shoved each other like dogs to get a taste of their first 
meal of six that day. Meanwhile, I sat back and took a quick bite out 
of my sanitised, industrially produced morning nutribar. I watched. 
I’d carried out my duties for this hour, as I’d done every hour in living 
memory. Serving this ship was the only reason I’d been born and all I’d 
been trained to do, and when we deposited this first round of cargo to 
the slaughterhouses and butchers we’d turn around and make the trip 
back to get another, then make the trip again, and again and again as 
long as this ship lasted. For now, I was expected back at the pod.

So I slipped out of the control bay and went in the opposite 
direction. 

Would anyone see me? Nobody else was on patrol around here at 
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0836 hours. Rationally, I knew that, and yet my first time not following 
my prescribed duties filled me with a prickly sense of being watched. 
I walked at first, then ran, past the main perimeter of the fence, then 
past the doors leading to the fuel rooms, and at last to the back of Pen 
1805-A. A small square at the bottom of the fence there, I knew, was 
loose. #22 stood waiting for me. 

‘Hurry up,’ she said. 
‘I am, I am,’ I answered, lifting up the fencing. Bent double, she 

squeezed through. I surveyed her once again. Would this work? I was 
the average height and weight for my age, every feature calibrated to 
the last. She had been raised on a lifetime of lard and stillness. As she 
moved, her body wobbled and viewing her from the side, a tell-tale 
bulge swelled from her belly. Perhaps we looked too different.

But it had to succeed. I was hardly noticed in my position as it 
was. A bit of extra fat would be invisible.

Hurriedly I stripped off my armour, my helmet, my communicator, 
my jumpsuit. I shivered at the novel sensation of cool air on my bare 
skin. Shoving them into her arms, I picked up the uniform she’d shed 
on the floor. I wriggled into it, feeling as though it would fall off again 
with all its bagginess. 

‘Help me,’ she whispered, pulling at the zip of my jumpsuit. ‘It’s 
– stuck –’

I nodded, and when she turned around, I inched the zip up her 
back. Gasping at the tightness of the jumpsuit, she just about squeezed 
in.

Watching her prepare to leave the pen, a strange, new feeling 
came over me. I took her by the shoulders, turned her, and performed 
the most intimate act of my life – a brief, light kiss on her forehead. I 
couldn’t help but blush.

Her lips quirked upwards in the quickest of smiles. Then she was 
gone, walking away in my armour and helmet to carry out today’s 
duties. I ducked inside the hole in the fence, slipping in amongst the 
crowd. 0845 hours: three days exactly until landing. 
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Question Marked T
Courtney McKeon

Who, what, when, where and why?
I don’t even try to understand I just am,

And that slamming realisation of our civilisation
Misses me by a hair and I don’t care,

Because the only question worth answering rests on your lips 
and the kiss lingers between us 

—unsolved. 
Triggered.

Bursting the shackles I have placed there my heart jumps to yours.
It hits my chest as I try in jest to catch my breath before you see this lapse.

And I’m tapped as it unlocks the space between us.
Wrapped in confusion the illusion takes time to burst

 And it hurts as I see it broken.
You are scared.

Scared I cared enough to hide it, to fight it and keep it locked up.
Scared that you feel it too, 

Or don’t
Or wont

And my eyes are running and you are running and I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to let them say I love you.
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Rain Clouds
Sean Grimes McDonough

That closet where I keep the rope,
It’s too short for hanging
Yet it still hangs over my head
More threatening than any 
Rain Cloud,
 Yet that that closet,
That floor,
 I sat, calmer than ever before,
Her steady breath opposite the door
And I cried.
But in that calm
Black
She couldn’t see my tears,
Why?

Why are rain clouds sad?
Is it because I’m Irish
And the sky is filled with tears,
Because even though the world
Thinks we are happy,
We tell ourselves we are so fucking sad, and
You can tell
I’m mad, Because I swore,
But is there a cloud above my head?
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7.4
Billion sad people,
Sad about war,
Sad about him,
Sad about her,
Sad because we tell ourselves
That our sky is sad,
Rather than just
 Making it happy.

7.4 billion first, and last
Chances,
 We only get one,
 And I’m no angel,
But why the fuck must
  We,
 I,
Spend it asking the wrong questions,
Nevermind why rainclouds are sad,
 Why are they pretty?
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Minerva and the Star
Mike McGrath

It was a question of taste. Mix tapes and unrequited advances to an 
unscrupulous recording industry. As a whole. A conglomerate of 

insiders and yes men saying no to each demo she had sent which were 
framed in the shape of her heart—an organ filled with blood. If only 
they would take the time to fling them back over the wall of silence she 
had become so accustomed to, she may find a sense of closure. Maybe. 

It was a question of maybe. Maybe it was better to be born lucky 
than rich as her father had always said. Maybe if she knew the right 
people and moved in their circles she would be heard above the din 
of guitar strums on the clicking wheel of fortune. Oh it clicked but 
if only it would stop upon one contact, one solid listen by the right 
person and not immediately returned to—what was it called in the 
writing industry? The slush pile. An endless river of observations and 
silly dreams trampled underfoot to form the pulp of a fresh yet all too 
commonly insipid red wine. Desperation. 2016.

It was a question of vintage. The sham of creating it for oneself. 
Never admitting the folly of being influenced exclusively by the twenty-
first century. Blonde permed curls and skater girls would never fit in a 
world of craft beers. If she could grow a beard, she would.

It was a question of image. And how it stalled in this bedroom. 
Stepping out from behind her desk and noting the late hour, she 
purred as the pine chair scratched along her faux wooden floorboards, 
ripping the veneer of image (oh she liked that analogy) before walking 
toward the full length swivel mirror in the room’s corner. Here she 
was. Reflecting upon her reflection. Again. There were no photographs 
being sent with the tapes. The plaid shirt and tussled hair were just for 
herself. 

It was a question of sport. The Irish translation for fun was where 
one could lose all sense of self and ego in the strings of music. Wasn’t 
that the true origin of her craft? Or had it become something new? A 
medium through which to be viewed by others? Distorting prism.

It was a question of perspective. She had seen herself through 
many angles, inverted planes, dysfunctional parallaxes and each of the 
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four dimensions of time and its space. And time had wanted her to step 
back from the mirror. Music. Where was the guitar? Yes.

It was a question of rhyme. Without reason a lyric may 
aesthetically please though echo hollow through the channels of its 
creator. Echo. Hollow. Through the channels of its creator. Still, lyrics 
must aesthetically please.

It was a question of time. Its passage and the grooves it carved 
through the mind and skin. The reflection had not been kind to either. 
A tired brain perceiving its fragile host. Silver bands becoming more 
frequent. Yes, too frequent to pluck. Spiders within the soul and webs 
upon the skin. About the mouth. Eyes.

Full of questions. Behind which spun reels of images and a life 
well lived in a body well lived in. Worn and moulded to fit something 
new. Bespoke. She giggled the word inside and sank in her seat like 
feet in old boots. Moulded to what? Music. Maybe. It did sound better 
now that she had begun plucking the cords. It did. 

No question. Encore.
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WHY?
Noelene Nash

When I saw you first I cried
tears of welcome to such beauty,
You gripped my finger in your tiny
hand with unimagined strength.
Skin to skin we held eachother
in such glorious scented bliss.
We grew together you and I
Side by side, pride in pride.

You stood on a stool as we
danced together in gentle sway,
We sang to music loved old 
and new with equal joy.
Friends borrowed you but you
always returned to sit with me.
We grew together you and I
Like for like, stride for stride.

You shared your knowledge and
I learned as much from you,
The world called and I let you
go where I had once soared,
Visits made me laugh and weep
the loneliness, I felt it more.
We grew together you and I
Adult to adult, respect for respect.
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The call, it came late in the night
Three dead they said, you have to come,
It was your jacket I wore though 
I didn’t know it then as I 
cried to see the bodies bagged.
Two, you had killed, before yourself.
We grew together you and I 
Blood of blood as stone on stone..
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Prayer
Michael Gallagher

One wonders whence the power of prayer, stale words
intoned in sing-song drawl, devoid of timbre,
light or shade, or whispered low in vapid rote.

And yet, one hails the spur of prayer, the comfort
of the coterie, snug blanket for the flock, solace
of unquestioned faith, contentment at the end.

One shudders at the price of prayer; the cost
of all its goaded wars, crusades, fatwas, bull-
dozed homes, blind allegiance to the word –
all meaning lost on those who try to understand.
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That Day
Michael Gallagher

I still wonder, wonder why you chose that
Sunday. Was there a need to be with kith
and kin? Or paid you heed to covert force
that shapes the course of man? Or did you come
on whim of flickered thought? Nine months away,
or ten – it mattered not – you were still always there,
and I for you. We drank and talked the day away,
chased Dukinella girls, saved Dukinella hay;
– seemed closer then than any time before,
more than brothers, we were good friends that day;
that day we were best mates for the first, the last time.
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Who Fixes the Fixers?
Christy O’Donnell

Every family has one, a fixer so to speak,
They fix all manner of things, hiding under the roof,
Family issues, for the strong and the meek,
Never ask for anything, they need no proof,

Don’t ask, if you are right or wrong,
Making the effort and trying, their best,
Keeping secrets, moving right along,
So others can sleep, and get some rest,

Fixers we call them, one and all,
Always showing up, to lend a hand,
Yet, who can these fixers call,
When things for them, are not so grand,

Who will fix the fixer’s woes?
When the issue is theirs, who can they call,
In their mind, weakness is what it shows,
Not asking for help, they’d rather fall,

‘I would have called, you should have said,’
Simply words, after the fact,
Somewhere, deep inside their head,
You would have known, if you kept in contact,

So fixers fix, most wrongs from right,
Stand by you, through thick and thin,
Alone they stand, but for you will fight,
Having cared for years, from deep within,
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They will not hint, nor ask your favour,
But will shyly take an offered hand,
Will sit alone, depression savour,
When all for them, is not so grand,

So who helps the fixer, when the fixer has a fall?
Who cleans the mess, they find themselves in,
There is no place, nor number they can call?
Sadly they’re not able, their issues lay within.
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A Comment Left on a Facebook Post on Coast of Donegal
Helen Harrison

She didn’t mention her own ‘forests of Tyrone’,
Or the Beaghmore Stone Circles,
Even forgot to reveal
O’Neill’s Castle: the
American Folk Park
The Sperrins, and
Crystal-clear waters
Of the county.

A post of the Seascape of Donegal
With its tourist-neglected shores;
Brought out in her – a strange remark;
While forgetting her own walkways,
Cycling routes, Pastoral lowlands,
Lovely River Mourne,
Derg and Owenreagh.

All she could say, was; ‘It could
Hardly beat those Bogs of Tyrone.
You Donegal ones think –
You’re something special, just 
Because you have the sea outside,
Your door, though,
Beautiful for sure.’
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My Opinion
Benjamin Burns

My opinion is a rusty signpost
leaning into a hedge
with ivy growing up it
surrounded by ferns.

My opinion is cold toast
without butter
or margarine
or soya spread
or jam
or anything.

My opinion is a graveyard for ideas
decomposing over thousands of years
into idea soil
that feeds idea worms
that in turn
feed idea birds
that shit explosives
indiscriminately.

My opinion is an airport full of starlings.
My opinion is compassion for all beings.

My opinion is an onion,
the taste, the tears.

My opinion screams like a feuding cat
and howls like a fox in the night.
My opinion is the Banshee,
a rabbit, a hat, a kite.
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My opinion is very serious.
My opinion is death, and life.

If you think my opinion
cannot really be
any or all of these things
then we have
a difference of opinion.

My opinion is either not your opinion
or it is your opinion. Or it's neither.
Or it's both.

My opinion is a field
pink with ragged robin
drifting off and up to meet the sky.

My opinion is two sides
in a twitter feud, a third party
throwing petrol on the fire,
a fourth party casual observer.

My opinion is war,
and the suffering it causes.

My opinion sings in the shower.

My opinion is for
and against
and chair
and audience
with its diversity of opinions.

My opinion seeks to no platform itself.
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The reason my opinion
disagrees with my opinion
is because I'm a hypocrite
who's always right,
even when he's wrong.

My opinion is a tinkling stream
until it isn't.

My opinion takes up old opinions
and sees them in a new light
that's always been there
if there is a there
that isn't here
and was that this?
And how can they be old –
opinions or light,
or anything?

My opinion is pollution
Divine in its destruction.

My opinion is the wild dog-rose
that lines the winding road
up the mountain.

My opinion is distressing
and comes with a list of trigger warnings
long enough to rid the world
of all problems
because it's the source
of all problems
and you'll never find it.
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My opinion is a piece of grass
held flat in the gap
between two thumbs
and blown upon: Squeeeeek!

Do I have an opinion?
What's my opinion on … ?
What's yours?
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The Salt of the Earth
Matthew Moynihan

She bled out 
like a monologue
in the hole that galled her;

a final resting place,
for a truly restless heart.

When she met him 

she couldn’t have known
that it was not only the
hatchet that he wanted to bury.

There was more to it;
lust, rage,
love unrequited
that cut him like an axe.

The leaves echoed with
a crunch as they took a country 
stroll through the Moonbaun woods.

The trees whispered
as the sun closed its curtains:

‘Where are you taking her?’

After the birds had flown away,
after the earth had swallowed her whole

and the shovels of wet clay buried her deep,

we were left with the poignant question:

why?
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Trio
Michael Enevoldsen

– 1 –

They were vikings,
The witnesses in the village said.
They came in their longships
To raid, pillage and take the women
Sailing up the river 
With axes, swords and shields.

– 2 – 

They were vikings,
Says the old tradesman 
Passing by at the river.
The very gods who built wonderful towns 
From foundations of chaos and grief.
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OppOrtunities

Stanzas
The next Stanzas takes place May 20th and is themed ‘The 1%’. Sub-
mit up to three poems, two prose of 2,500 words max, or up to five 
black and white images.

Submit: stanzas.limerick@gmail.com
Deadline: May 13th 

The Moth
International Short Story Prize 2016. High caliber short story compe-
tition, world famous, with massive prize of  €3,000 for 1st place.

See: http://www.themothmagazine.com
Deadline: June 31st

Entrance Fee: €12

O Bheal: Five Word Challenge
Every week O Bheal releases five words with the aim that you create 
a new poem that has to include those words in some way. At the end 
of January a winner and ten shortlisted entrants are awarded a cahs 
prize, publication and an invite to speak at O Bheal.

Submit: bheal.ie/blog/five-words-poetry-competition/
Deadline: Weekly.
Fee: €5
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