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We were finally having a ‘proper’ social at some pub in the West End, 
and there was a crazy DJ named after a popular British biscuit 
sauntering about and talking nonsense. Alcohol and general 
annoyance can be great creative stimulants. We decided - amidst 
trips upstairs to play retro Sonic the Hedgehog - that we should 
make every day a writing day in February. The premise was that each 
day, three prompts were to be released on our blog, taking the form 
of words or photographs. 

The idea was actually successful, and despite February being a month 
of rain and cold and deadlines, people were really good at getting 
stuff written. In fact, people wrote enough for me to put together 
this wee anthology. It’s just a flavour of what we do and what our 
brains think about when we put pen to paper. And I’m really proud 
of what everyone’s written! Hopefully you’ll enjoy tracing the various 
themes and exploring how we each responded differently to the same 
prompts. 

If you’re interested in the society or would like more information on 
what we get up to, please check out our blog: 

http://gucreativewriting.wordpress.com

Happy reading!

Maria,  
President of  CW Society 2013-2014 1
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Meet the group:

Scott Dallas: Scott Dallas is a maths student at the University of Glasgow. On his odd 
outings from number land, he enjoys a dash of poetry and a wee dram of fiction. He’s 
open-minded to any form of literature; so long as the words can join and resonate and 
provoke his lovely emotions in such ways that maths cannot.

Jane Helen Jones: Jane is a mature student from Greenock. She is studying Creative 
writing. Her ambition is to have 'Jane Jones B.A.' on her tombstone. A retired Civil 
Servant, her hobbies are Socialising with friends, Social and transport history, 
Architectural modelling and collecting teddy bears.

Nina Lindmark Lie: Nina Lindmark Lie is a third year English Language Student at 
Glasgow University, and writes creatively between bouts of essay work and Llama-related 
linguists puns. While the rain and architecture of Glasgow provide ample inspiration for 
dark and twisted plots, there's always knitting and tea to lighten the mood. When not 
contemplating murder-mysteries, not necessarily at the same time, she thinks about 
awkward situations where she can use the word 'spatula'.

Sarah Mclean: Sarah Mclean is a second year studying english literature and french. She 
will be going to France next year as an english language assistant in a school. Writing is 
her passion, and she has wanted to be an author since her poem was put up on the wall in 
primary six. She had two poems published in the summer, which was the greatest 
achievement of her life. Next stop novels!

Rachel Norris: Rachel Norris is a Second Year student of English Literature and 
Language, hailing from the sparkling metropolis of Birmingham, England. She enjoys 
most Literature from the Victorian era backward, and can generally be tempted by 
anything including archaic language, swordplay or political intrigue - preferably a 
combination of the three. Her own writing ranges from high fantasy to the very mundane 
category of 'general fiction', and she also writes the occasional morbid poem.
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Hayley Rutherford: Hayley is a first year English and Scottish (Freedom! - in Mel 
Gibson style voice) literature student at the University of Glasgow. It had been nearly 18 
years since she escaped the arduous height-discriminatory workforce of the draconian 
chocolate factory and has been on the run ever since. She has taken to writing 
flashfiction as it can be easily fitted in between her socialising with her many many 
friends (of which there many- except Louise). When not writing, Hayley spends her time 
contemplating her popularity and checking her reflection in the mirror for extended 
periods of time.

Maria Rose Sledmere: Maria has called herself a few things over the years, varying 
from ‘witch’ to ‘whatsername’ to ‘soup fairy’. She likes to study and finds theory 
‘addictive’, although she equally loves tea, reggae, scrunchies, gin and lipstick. A third 
year English Literature student, she happily anticipates a future of waitressing, writing 
and exploring the wilds of the countryside. She likes being president of the CW Society 
because she’s met lots of lovely new people and gets to talk about books and writing 
every week without worrying about being graded. She prefers reading literature 
post-1900, although occasionally dips into something Romantic, Victorian, or the odd 
sociological text. Her goal is to one day get some stuff published, read ALL of Finnegans 
Wake and grow her hair as long as the Lady of Shallot’s. 

Ailsa C. Williamson: Ailsa C. Williamson is apparently what occurs when a hobbit and 
an elf have a love child. Running almost completely on a healthy diet of tea and coffee 
she can either be found in her bed on her beloved laptop or running around Glasgow 
buying Lego. With an obsession with Lord of the Rings that some might call "extreme", 
her goal in life is to eventually grow hair on her feet and actually become one of the 
many novel-worthy characters she has created - mostly to get them out of the crowded 
space in her head. Other passions include painting, trying to make friends with crows 
and writing, drawing and speaking about dragons, all from this red-haired midget female 
Scot.
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The Watch

The two hands moved in turn, one working the other. Neither 
knowing its silent purpose, nor the infinity carried on each frail, 
golden limb. The heart of the timepiece fluttered, ever so often, 
as though for the briefest moment it had realised the weight of 
itself, and crumbled under it. And that was the problem. For in 
that fluttering moment, was a moment lost. And moments, 
intangible as they are, build up to days, to months and years and 
eons. The weak quartz heart, left unattended, might steal from 
the girl who clasped the gold pocket watch so very tightly – who 
played so nervously with its shivering chain – several moments of 
time, the invisible thing she treasured and cursed the most. 
‘Can the watch be fixed?’ Her white face tilted down towards the 
counter where the watch lay, open and dissected, its innards 
splayed in brutal, mechanic splendour over the spotless glass of 
the watchmaker’s counter, twinkling dully like life’s last light. 
The watchmaker scratched his downy pate, scratched his coarse 
s tubb le w i th f ra i l , ca re fu l f inger s . 
‘It might be adjusted so as to work a little better, for a while 
longer.’ He replied, pronouncing the words in one careworn, 
ancient breath. ‘But it is a very old watch. Soon enough the 
mechanism will fail entirely. Better to buy a new one than pay for 
the repair of it, twice, three, four times over. Would you like to 
look at some of our second hand pieces? We have one remarkably 
s i m i l a r … ’ 
‘No.’ Her voice crushed the old watchmaker’s gilded sentence 
into gold dust. ‘Thank you, no. The watch is an…heirloom. And I 
w i l l ha ve i t repa i red , i f you p lea se . ’ 
She pushed a neatly folded bank note towards him, and his eyes 
followed its progress, the cogs whirring behind them, always, it 
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seemed, calculating profit and loss in every action and event of his working life. 
‘Very well, madam.’ He scooped the little watch and all it’s scattered organs into a velvet 
pouch, and took a moment in inking out a label, which he tied to the neck of the bag with 
brown twine . 
Slowly, she turned and made her way from the shop. There was a sense of leaving behind 
something frail and ephemeral, something which, if she walked away from it, would be 
gone when she returned. The feeling was familiar, and the pain timeless.

by Rachel Norris

***

From a View, Open

Up here there’s the city, all buildings faint under mid-morning mist. I blow out the gold 
dust from a cigarette; toss its end to the wind, watch it fall far off in the grass. I’m here as 
if waiting, with the levels of light changing like in a time-lapse film. I see the shadow of 
someone pass behind me, the silhouette growing and shrinking, then fading as the sun 
flares in my eyes. Momentary blindness. Maybe I need to be somewhere, but I don’t lift 
my sleeve to check my watch. I fear its mean face, its infinite advancement from dot to 
dot, space to space.

I am a connoisseur of the moment. I pick this present and hold it, hoard it to my heart as 
I sit here and do nothing. The breeze knows my cheeks like a lover knows the skin of his 
loved one’s sheets. I peel off this skin to be bare, to be breathless. I could choke on this 
second, this twinkling instant of freedom, of falling. Up here I see buildings, not people. 
The stretch of sky that promises endless reflection; a perfect abyss of smoke-coated 
heaven.

So church bells break my eternity, cowering over me in resonant sound. I lift my ears to 
the shrillness, as each one tolls a piece of my life. Perhaps I should go somewhere, perhaps 
I should rise. Shouts are swelling in the distance, the clank and knock of construction 
work. Things being erected around me, life still moving, re-generating; the world’s 
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fabrication of its own matter. My heart thrums to a rhythm that jars with the aleatoric 
clatter of these people working. Like love of the other, of the unknown progress and 
creation. A pattern I could count, or trace in lines with my eyes. Each bell toll, each 
heartbeat equals another dot. And I lie between them, these dots; a figure suspended in 
depthless space.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Untitled

The lights are low and a candle burns in the corner. I sit in my arm chair made of smooth 
leather. Fussy recollections of youthfulness dance out of the dimness. A feeling rises, a 
pang of remembrance, for the ones I’ve lost and loved and long for. We walked through 
paths lined with sycamores and willows. We laughed in warm cafes and sheltered from the 
winds howls. A smile plays across my face, for all the times we spent being fools and being 
fooled, unregretted, forever savored. For these old friends, who lie in fields, remain alive in 
my heart.

by Scott Dallas

***
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The Beach-House

Carol slowly unscrewed the cap of the next bottle. She was a thin, pale woman with 
awkwardly turned up nose and downward curved, which were usual blazon with red 
lipstick but were now only a faded patchy pink due to the transference of the thick colour 
on to the rims of the last two bottles. Carol sighed, slumping down further on the sickly 
green sofa on which she was reclining. The acidric smell of salt stung her nose- she hated 
the sea. She couldn’t fathom why she’d chosen this place to escape to; she despised sand, 
the coarse grains that slipped mindlessly through your fingers as if dragging with them all 
the hopes and thoughts you once grasped in your hands. And the gulls! Oh, how she 
loathed the gulls. She could hear them now, circling above her, cackling, mocking her. 
Carol took another swig from the bottle, the liquid swirled in her mouth like the waves 
outside the window and a little splashed over her lips. Her tongue was numb. She didn’t 
care. Carol stared at her left hand which clutched the bottle, that pale little band of flesh 
was still on her finger. It didn’t matter that the ring had been tossed in to the sea the 
moment she’d arrived. It didn’t matter that she covered it with gloves or jewellery or 
make-up it was still there, permanent. And growing, she thought, stating at it more 
intensely; like a cancerous tumour which deigns only to consume you. She switched the 
bottle to her right hand and shoved her left beneath the folds of her jumper.

“Fuck you, Derrick.” she growled. They’d met on a beach; the sea whipped by a storm, the 
dark clouds tumbling overhead and she was running across the rocks trying to get back to 
her hotel- to her husband. And then she’d fallen, her knees bloodied and her clothes 
drenched and a stranger ran to her rescue, enveloped her in his arms and she never made it 
back her husband that night, nor ever again. Derrick was ambitious, a slight man, with 
dark hair and round glasses, it was hard to resist his bookish charm. He’d whisked her 
away to Paris, to Venice and Rome, and barely 6 months later they’d married. They’d 
moved in to a lavish white house on the posh side of town, Derrick being a wealthy 
publicist his darling Carol need want for nothing. They had good clothes, fancy cutlery, 
two flash cars and a child each from a previous marriage. He was caring towards her and 
she was affectionate to him. They passed four years in frivolity and contentment, and then 
six weeks ago she found a note on the kitchen counter next to one of the good China 
mugs. Carol couldn’t recall exactly what the note had said her eyes had been swimming so 
much when she had read it and her mind had been dulled by the wine but the message was 
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clear- he’d left her for another woman. Some bimbo named Elaine or Aileen or something 
that that, as if Carol was supposed to know or care who she was. He’d left her everything; 
the house, the flash cars and a considerable sum of money, as well as his own son. Carol 
quickly blew the cash on idle things like clothes and wine and this ramshackled beach 
house, she totalled the Benz and smashed the window and slashed the tyres on the Audi, 
she sold the house (though not before she’d redecorated it considerable with petrol and 
matches) and she and the boys- one from her first husband and the other mongrel stray 
she had inherited- moved in with her odious mother. After little over a week of listening 
to that insufferable git Carol had retreated to the beach-house, she’d attempted to ditch 
the two waifs with the old hag but her mother’s incessant scolding convinced her it was 
easier to drag the two boys along with her rather than having to listening to the whining 
she would hear from that bitch when she got back. If she came back. The boys. Carol 
glanced up at the clock, which hung askew on the wall, it was almost nine. She’d suddenly 
become aware that the sun was setting outside and the night’s dark shadow was 
encroaching on the beach. The tide would have come in by now. Carol’s lids were heavy 
and her chin awkwardly rolled on her shoulder. She had better call the little brats in so she 
could lock up the house and go cry herself to sleep. Just as she thought to move, the door 
to the beach-house swung open bringing in a rain-filled draught. A panting little boy, 
soaked to the skin stumbled in to the middle of the carrying two buckets and two fishing 
nets all to himself. The boy’s face was grave and although he was drenched in seawater it 
was clear his face was stained with tears. Carol felt a sharp pang of terror and shot 
unsteadily to her feet. “Timmy.” she slurred “Where’s Alan?” The weeping little boy just 
shook his head. The bottle slipped from Carol’s hand and shattered in to a thousand tiny 
crystalline teardrops on the floor.

by Hayley Rutherford
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3
Katiyana

We meet without time, without thought. Fleeting 
encounters slip through the hours like ice into water.

I thought I knew you, once before. Sometimes I see you 
again; we swap our eyes in the brightness of wonder and 
maybe recognition.

There were nights where I’d climb out my window just to 
feel my bare toes freeze in the snow. I wanted to know what 
it was to be burned hollow, to have agony surge through 
every nerve. Perhaps there was jealousy, seeping out from 
the wound we reopened, the stitches we tore. Every wave of 
pain made it better, made our minds stronger. So we keep 
meeting, our memories melting like rosemary healing a 
wearied sore.

The moon scorns our kisses, knows the sins that slip from 
lip to lip, the secrets that catch in our saliva. We are bitter, 
gorged. A night black as opal shines around us as we fall.

This feeling steals us from what we were before.

Marble flesh, mottled by the cold. Starving for an idea of 
ourselves, for our auras that bleed in rainbows. Lie here in 
ivory light, revel in perplexity. This isn’t here; this is 
another, hidden home.

In every snowflake I see your eyes, dewy flickers of glitter. 
The words drift from these eyes, sometimes sealing 
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themselves in my tongue. But there is no thinking, no time; no one. I rise to you with the 
light every morning, wondering if you’ll come.

by Maria Sledmere

***

My Heart’s in the Highlands

Above the line where the snow lies when winter spreads her cloak of white and the 
Westland winds drive in from the wastes of the mighty Atlantic. There in the high country 
where the golden eagle barks from the high tops and the red deer roam the barren glen, 
they kept their clandestine tryst in the lands of Clan Dairmid. It was there that beyond all 
reason, she felt the poisoned arrow of love pierce the armour of her heart.

by Jane Helen Jones

***

As I Tread

The soft crunch of the white cold underfoot came to his ear like the quiet sound of early 
morningsong. As if birds were trying to wake him bit by bit but never getting louder he 
strode through the expanse of white winterland. His small black eyes flickered around, but 
there was nothing more to be seen than snow upon snow, upon snow, upon snow. Hugging 
himself, and the package clutched to his chest, he moved as swiftly as he could, but not 
running, for the preservation of energy was necessary in this world. This seemingly endless 
wor ld o f The Cold . 
“ S T O P ! ”  
He stopped. Suddenly, froze. Gulped. Did not look around as sounds of crunching snow 
began to be heard… then get louder. C loser to h im. 
Breath, almost gasping also got louder, and a hand was placed on his shoulder.  
“Stop , man , s top . I ha ve been cha s ing you for mi le s . ” 
The man shivered slightly as the flesh made contact with his shoulder guard. The hand felt 
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unusually heavy and hard, it squeezed as if wanting to cause pain, but only sending a 
war n ing pres sure in to the musc le . 
“Stop , ” the messa ge wa s repeated , but s lower, qu ie ter. 
The small black eyes lowered to the ground, stared at the white white snow. His arms 
t i ghtened a round the packa ge , a s i f ho ld ing h i s hear t ins ide h i s brea s t .  
“I ha ve s topped . ” 
There was a small pause. “Indeed.” The stranger moved, came to stand in front of the 
man, revealing armoured boots and armoured shins, and armoured torso into his line of 
s i g h t . 
“Now hand o ver the packa ge , C landest ine One . ”  
The Clandestine One blinked, but said nothing and remained where he was. And the 
packa ge thr umming in rhythm wi th h i s hear tbeat . 
There was no way, on this earth, he knew, that he would ever let go of the package.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***

Thoughts on a Snowflake

It was snowing hard, the flakes slapping their cheeks and making a mockery of their boots. 
 They started to run over the chilling blanket that was already covering the ground, their 
hoods pulled low, eager to get home.  It wasn’t until they were in the warm kitchen and 
had closed the door on the icy flurries, that Lauren noticed Gabby was crying.  She 
looked away.  Gabby was Steph’s friend, and Lauren didn’t know her well enough to ask 
what was wrong.

Gabby felt the tears on her face, so scalding when she had been outside, cool as the 
temperature lifted.  She sniffed, trying not to make a sound.  She was pretty sure Lauren 
had seen the traitor tears, but she hadn’t asked what was wrong.  Oh God, please don’t let 
her ask.  What would she say? What would she do? Cover them all with her darkness? 
Make them drown in the fathomless pit of her memory? she bit down on her lip, but her 
mind wasn’t listening, pushing the thoughts to the front of her eyes, and out of them in 
salty drops.
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She was back in the graveyard, the snow hard under her feet.  It had not been coming 
down in great flurries as it was now, outside the window of Lauren’s house.  Only a few 
tiny flakes were still falling, desperate to make their mark before it was too late, to kiss the 
ground and then be swallowed up by its greed.  She saw the white marble headstone, the 
snow a perfect mask on its face.  She strained, but could not see the top where the 
writing was.  She probably wouldn’t have been able to read it anyway.

“Shall I lift you up?”

That was her grandad.  She nodded, and felt his strong arms go around her tiny body. 
 He hoisted her with ease on to his shoulders, and reached forward to push aside the film 
of snow.  The writing shone through, curly and gold, a light in the darkness. The soft, 
cold, white darkness.

“What does it say?”

He was silent for too long.

“What does it say?” she repeated with a child’s persistency.

Grandad hesitated, swallowed.  His voice was all croaky as he read, or perhaps quoted 
from memory: “Here lies Lisa Ranford, aged sixteen.” He paused, voice wobbling like the 
jelly her gran made for pudding, and cold as the ice-cream that went on top.  ”Heaven is 
the only place for an angel.”

“What does that last part mean?”

He set her down gently, her feet crunching and sinking into the snow.  She shivered.

“Where’s mummy?”

Grandad coughed to give himself time to answer.

“Well, mummy’s the angel darling.  She’s gone up to Heaven.”

“But why?”

Grandad swallowed again, and his eyes were all wet.  When he answered, he was looking 
at the snow.

“You see these flakes all falling down to the ground?”
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“Yes.  They’re pretty.”

“Yes they are.  They’re pure, and exciting, and beautiful, and there’s nothing like them in 
the world.  But in the morning, the sun will come out, all warm and bright, and he’ll melt 
them and they’ll disappear.” She nodded.  ”You see, sweetheart, the snow and the sun are 
both marvellous things.  But they can’t exist together.  You see, some things are just too 
perfect to stay on this Earth.”

“Gabby, what’s wrong?”

Steph’s voice was distant, as if she were speaking from far away, calling across a snowy 
landscape, the sound smothered by the softest blanket of all.

Gabby opened the door and ran, across the garden, out of the gate, down the sloping lane. 
 Her feet pounded over the new-born flakes, turning them into her footprints.  They 
slapped her cheeks in protest, and she felt them stinging her skin, as her tears, scorching 
once more, fell to mingle with them, turning them into pain-wracked thoughts, just as 
they themselves froze to become snowflakes.

by Sarah McLean

***

New Morning, Snow Falling

 She uses your body as protection from the outside. You think she adores you with the 
softest parts of her, and you think you’ve touched her delicate underbelly. You are wrong, 
very wrong, you handsome boy. Her clothes protect her skin, her skin protects her bones, 
her bones protect her mind and her heart. You are yet another layer of armour against the 
snow that falls silently outside your window. You’ve always delighted in the way it falls and 
sparkles when the light hits it. She finds it too white, too bright. Everything is less 
blinding through closed eyelids, so she draws closer to you and buries her face in your 
neck. You think she might be in love with you. She thinks the world kills its darlings with 
pretty, glittering ice shaped into daggers.
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Arms around her mean that she is yours, or so you believe.

Do you assume she slurs your name across her third whisky and coke? Do you think you 
possess someone because they listen to your heavy breaths as you dream about floating 
down from the sky like the gently drifting flakes that decorate the chillingly flat 
landscape?

Go to sleep, boy, and dream about what you can only touch, never hold.

by Lindsay Weiss

***

To a Father

A river flows lazily through a spring meadow. The flowers flaunt a palette of vibrant 
colours. I walk at the rivers side, following the current. I’m not alone, a man walks with 
me. A dog plods along further away, plunging in and out of the fluttering water. The man 
tells a joke and we laugh together. I play with the dog, I fall, accidentally, into the river. I 
founder, I can’t breathe. The man shouts, I try to hear. He pulls me out, he holds me in his 
arms.

A lake is frozen over, snow falls slowly to the ground. It builds a shroud of white and 
blankness. A woman shouts, I refuse to hear. She comes to me, she stands beside me. We 
gaze out at the lake together, a thousand unspoken words exchanged. I cry in her arms.

by Scott Dallas
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bubbles, fox, 
psychosis

4
The Madness of Georgina

Georgina Bailey stood on the little foot bridge staring into 
the water. Beneath her feet the brook rippled. A string of 
bubbles revealed a water vole hunting under the lazy flow of 
the cool clear water. She had come here every day since her 
return from France, trying to relive the psychosis that had 
set in. Ease the pain of her broken heart and come to terms 
with what she had discovered about her Uncle.

by Jane Helen Jones

***  

The Fox

Lula glanced at the armchair across from her. In it sat a 
large red fox with a bushy tail something like a feather 
duster. He was dressed in a purple chequered suit with a 
emerald green tie and shoes to match. The fox spoke with a 
melodic and eloquent voice, explaining to Lula the wonders 
of nature and the singular beauty of a sunset, only pausing 
mid-sentence to puff on his pipe, which spouted enormous 
shimmering bubbles. Lula stared at the fox as he began to 
twiddle his brist l y whiskers with one of his paws.  
“I gotta stop taking LSD.” She sighed.

by Hayley Rutherford
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Cavity

Bubbles, bubbles, bubbles. So many bubbles. Everywhere in the air! They’re getting bigger, 
swarming around me, glowing in rainbows. But I can’t burst them; if I burst them they’ll 
let out their poison. Cyanide in the eye. Arrow to the heart, venom ripping into marrow. 
They say witches put aconite in their lover’s tea. I think maybe this’ll make a witch out of 
me.

Getting closer. One fat massive bubble so close to my iris I can’t breathe. Irises green like 
my mother’s. Emeralds; bright bits of stone. I can feel them pulsating, as if they’re going 
to pop, pounded by unseen music, strange energy.

            Under the bed so I can hide.

OWHYISTHEAIRSHAKING?!

Take a lid to my mind; no more thoughts, no more thoughts.

b r e a k i n g ,  
breaking .

The bubbles have eyes, menaced and narrow as the slits of swans. I know they’re going to 
come down on me, cover my skin with their syrupy evil. Lethal. From here I can watch 
my body dissolve, a mere scattering of matter and chemicals.

theAIR’s sHAKING

and I can’t feel my hands or toes; there’s blood pouring from my nose…

They’re so close, so close.

Shut the lid, shut the lid you can do it.

They told me to count to ten; I’m doing it, breathing in and back again – choking up air. 
As if they knew, as if they cared.

Bringing me cups of tea, handing me it even as I crouch under here. Cold mug, unsteady 
hands. If he’s not careful, he’ll burst the bubbles. They seem to stick to his skin like huge, 
grotesque warts; clinging and festering on his face.

                  GO AWAY, GO AWAY
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                    the eyes are burning now, can’t look back -

he’ll hate me for being rude. Shrieking laughter. Good as arsenic. I look at my tea: neon 
green, blistering with fizz and heat. Something wonderful occurs to me: I tip the liquid 
over my toes, giggling as it simmers like molten tourmaline. It doesn’t hurt!

LISTEN! you cry

-IT DOESN’T HURT!

my ecstatic reply;

I feel the brilliant blisters, the throb like frostbite; but rhythmical, pleasurable. The 
colours blur out my mind in a violent swizzle. The bubbles sticking to me, popping like 
gunfire all over my body.

IT DOESN’T HURT!

Your grip on my wrist; the way you shatter reality and startle my heart.

‘i’m here’

but you’re not; but the acid flows over me and all

                   goes dark.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Anywhere but Here

Eleiko stared in awe at the great metallic monument before her. The heavy mass creaked 
and groaned under its own weight. The ship was Frankenstein-like in its composition; 
salvaged from the remnants of battles past, its body was a myriad of mismatching pieces 
awkwardly bolted together. Eleiko inhaled deeply the slits on the side of her neck opened 
widely, engorging on the sulphurous atmosphere and her tendrils fluttered about her in the 
warm blasts from the vessel’s vents which spewed huge clouds of orange vapour so thick 
you could feel them bristle over your flesh. Eleiko grasped the lead of harness, which 
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suspended her next to the ship with her right arm (for she had lost her left in the Third 
Bat t l e o f Zom ) and s l id to the g round in one swi f t mo vement .  
“The extractor vents are functioning perfectly,” she said coolly to her protégé who 
received her at the base of the ship. Arrako helped her from her harness. Eleiko smiled at 
the young boy with his bright red scales (much in contrast with her own pale blue flesh) 
and his extra set of eyes, which characterised him as originating from the East quadrant of 
the planet. Ordinarily you would never catch an Easterner and a Westerner conversing 
with one another, let alone being friends, but the notion of East and West no longer 
existed; there was no colours, no creeds, no religion- there was only the Overlords and the 
Resistance. The Overlords could afford to be more puritanical; they could pick and choose 
who joined their ranks. The Resistance members had no time for prejudices; anyone who 
was an enemy of the Overlords was an ally of theirs. 

Arrako handed E le iko her gun , which she ho l s te red a t her h ip .  
“Ma ’am?” the boy muttered fur t i ve l y.   
“Yes , ” she rep l i ed s ta r ing into h i s do le fu l eyes . 
“Wi l l we t r u l y be ab le to sh ip out tomorrow?” 
“Yes, Arrako. The ship is running as efficiently as we can possibly make it given our 
technological disadvantage. We cannot stay here; we have neither the numbers nor the 
spirit to fight the Overlords any longer. And if we cannot fight we must flee.”  
“Must we? Is there no other way?” the boy seemed almost pleading. The question struck 
Eleiko like a laser blast to the chest and suddenly she was transported back to the night 
the war started. 

She was in the sixth year of her cycle and was sitting with her mother who had her infant 
sister bundled her arms whilst her father regaled them with tales of the stars beyond their 
own. Suddenly the door to her home was blown open in a flash of fearsome green light and 
three armoured creatures with eyes full of malice and laden with weapons entered. Eleiko 
flew from the house as the monsters began to hack at her father, violate her mother and 
devour her tiny sister. She hardly had time to scream as she ran down the street, which was 
filled with the smell of burning flesh, the echoing screams of women and reams of blood 
that lapped at her heels like an unrelenting stream. 

Eleiko gazed back at the gentle boy in front of her, carefully pondering her answer before 
r e p l y i n g . 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“No.” she rested her good arm gently on his shoulder, “There’s no other way. If we stay we 
wi l l d ie and I ha ve a swor n duty to protect you . ” 
“Then it shall be an honour to fight, or die, beside you, Commander.” He replied 
embrac ing her. 
Eleiko looked once more pensively at the monstrous great vessel. She knew tomorrow 
upon their arrival they would be greeted with a hail of fire and a fresh wave of death. But 
what could she do? No other planet could sustain them and so she would take her faithful 
followers and flee to the blue planet from her father’s tales of old. She knew it would mean 
annihilation of the weak indigenous species but she would not let (what little remained of) 
her peop le d ie . 
From near the front of the ship an engineer called to Eleiko and her protégé and they both 
hurried on; for there was much to do, and the occupation of Terra Firma would begin 
tomorrow.

by Hayley Rutherford

***

 
Heaven

Feeling blue in a distance of emptiness, in a void-like space. There was nothing, really to 
see as far as he could tell but a wide expanse of the white universe, like he was inside some 
sort of giant bubble which had such a large radius one side could not been seen from the 
other. Stuck in this reality, like some drunken psycosis had taken over his body and 
dumped him in this place, he wasn’t sure how he had gotten here, where he was, and how 
precisely he was floating in space and not floating. All there was was airlessness, 
weightlessness and nothingness. Then the familiar gakking of the next door fox brought 
him crashing down to hell, and he remembered that the whiteness was just what heaven 
had been like.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***
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Beehive

She was inside a beehive. A round, intricately laced and paper-thin beehive. She could not 
see the inhabitants of the place but she could hear them. And smell the honey. Rich and 
heavy. The air felt almost solid with the scent, but she moved gracefully though it. The 
sweet air and bright light lifted her spirits. Like bubbles in a champagne glass, swirling and 
spinning toward the surface.  Diamond bubbles popping. She wanted to sore, up or away, 
even in this confined space. But it was temporary. All was folly. All was folly. The sunshine 
reached her through golden walls and the slow liquid poured from the walls. Leisurely it 
travelled down the smooth walls and formed intricate patterns on the floor. They were too 
complex for her to follow. The humming of the workers was all around – it was a heavy 
sound – it vibrated through her skull and the amber glow in the chamber swayed with 
every beat of the hive. She tilted her head, arched her back, breathing in the first breath of 
a lifetime. And caught a golden droplet on her tongue.

by Nina Lindmark Lie
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redemption

5
Address to the Levites 

The Crown Vic black and white passed up the tree lined 
avenue that spiralled up into the Hollywood hills. PII 
Les l i e dr i v ing . PI Wi l l i amson r id ing Shotgun . 
‘Here’ Katy Leslie said as they approached a group of 
people standing on the sidewalk beside a substantial gate. 
Through high hedges, the red tiled roof of a white stone 
mans ion cou ld be seen . 
‘Four-Adam-twenty two for central?’ Hazel Williamson said 
into the mic. ‘At locus, Large crowd, peaceful just now but 
need backup , o ver. ’ 
‘Copy, Four-Adam-twenty two. Backup on the way, sit tight.’  
‘Ten-Four central, out’ Hazel replaced the mic and reached 
for her side handled baton and cap. She followed her 
supervisor out of the car and headed for the crowd who 
were no i s i l y making the i r f ee l ings known. 
‘OK’ Katy said ‘You’re obstructing a sidewalk, move along.’ 
She knew that there was little chance of her and her rookie 
companion actually forcing the crowd to disperse. They 
were a l l ca r r y ing ‘God Hates Fa gs ’ p l acards . 
‘We have a right to demonstrate here outside this den of 
iniquity.’ A man said, He was elderly and wearing clerical 
c o l l a r . 
‘You sure do.’ Katy said. But not to violate City ordnances, 
So just you go demonstrate all you want, sir but don’t 
obstruct either the road or the sidewalk, understood?’ As 
she spoke, another couple of Crown Vics and a panel van 
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ar r i ved , a l l bear ing the badge o f the LAPD. Sergeant woods came o ver. 
‘What , s up? ’ She a sked . 
‘Demo about the gay weddings that’s happening here today.’ Katy said. AS she did, a white 
l imos ine a r r i ved a t the ga te . The c rowd c losed in . 
‘Repent! Seek repentance while you still can!’ The clerical collared one shouted at the car. 
‘OK, back o f f ! ’ L iz Woods sa id . ‘Let the ca r s through . 
‘Sinners! Sinners!’ the crowd shouted. ‘Remember Sodom and Gomorrah. Repent or feel 
the eternal fires of hell… ‘ Liz and Hazel grabbed the man as another couple of cops 
pushed the crowd back. Just as the cars were about to move, a well upholstered lady threw 
her shift dress off and jumped onto the bonnet of the Lincoln Limo. She had across her 
but tocks , a prominent ta t too .  
‘Leviticus 18:22 Thou shalt not lie with mankind as with womankind, It is an abomination. 
I am the LORD. ’  
‘OK Lidia!’ Liz grabbed the tattooed lady. ‘You’re under arrest. She and Hazel grabbed the 
woman and f rogmarched her to the van . 
‘Too bad ya didn’t read Leviticus 18:22.’ Liz said. ‘You are not to make gashes on your body 
for the dead or put tattoo marks upon yourselves. I am the LORD.’

by Jane Helen Jones

***

Penned

All I wanted for my birthday was a tattoo. A little inscription of ink to decorate my skin, 
to brand my body with something I could call my own. To manipulate my flesh in a way I’d 
never before been able to, force it to fit some kind of image. A flash of shoulder blade, 
beautifully inked – the essence of cool, of identity, of Me. I’d stamp it with black, with 
form and symbol. Most of my teen years were spent thinking about this tattoo: what 
would it be, what design should it take? I thought maybe I’d wake up in the middle of the 
night and it would come to me in a dream, some spectral sign that I’d immediately 
recognise and scribble down.
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My parents refused the very idea of a tattoo: ‘you’re perfect the way you are’, they always 
insisted. As if I were a shiny lump of plastic, some perfect doll immune to inked 
distortion. As if I had arrived out of a package, a pre-moulded, branded Me. So I waited 
for that precious age: eighteen.

Eighteen now, and all I could do was panic that I didn’t have my tattoo. I should’ve 
booked an appointment weeks ago; I could’ve gone in and asked them for ideas to think 
about. My schoolbooks were covered in scratchy, elaborate drawings and the odd labels I 
gave them: nebulous things like ‘love’, ‘freedom’ and ‘forever’. A swallow on my chest, a 
rose for my wrist, a moon for my foot. Each one had seemed to slip into the other, the 
meanings glimmering then fading, falling into one another – and away from me. I couldn’t 
decide. After Dad’s pancake breakfast, I stood in the mirror and sobbed at my body. 
Naked, and nothing. Then I watched a thousand patterns flash over every pore, scrawling 
themselves on my skin in swirling ink. I didn’t fear the pain, the possibility of regret, the 
permanence; I was terrified of indecision, of erasure.

I didn’t think about my tattoo for years. I had a child, and watched my body blossom and 
bulge out of control, watched it assert itself as I held my baby and wept. I started drinking 
in the long nights while she slept silent in bed. Sometimes I caught myself in the mirror, 
naked on the way to the shower. Endless, wholesome flesh.

I stopped thinking, stopped going out. I couldn’t bear to see myself in the eyes of those 
who looked at me. When the time came, I chose to work from home, glued to a computer 
and living off donuts.

I lived through a slow rhythm of feeding the baby, typing up emails, answering Tesco 
deliveries.

One morning something happened. My girl spoke her first word. ‘Pen’. I was making Post-
It notes with an old biro, gluing them to the fridge. I had pointed it out to her – pen – and 
she mouthed it back to me with wide, knowing eyes. The word escaped her baby lips and 
vibrated with spiritual significance. She smiled up at me, proud, and I hugged her tight, 
Post-It notes fluttering around us.

I thought of all the designs in my schoolbooks, laden with dust like a trove of ancient 
hieroglyphics. They were irrelevant now; meaningless. All those designs were intricate and 
incoherent; remnants from opaque days, when I couldn’t see through things. Now, 
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however, there was a new hole, a centre that penetrated my swelling life. A centre 
expanding to cover everything, like something real. Truly real. I could see from her, 
through her. She laughed and cried and sometimes kept me awake at night. But she knew 
something that I didn’t; she knew me. Suddenly, everything seemed sharp, transparent; 
even lovely.

That afternoon I poured two bottles of whisky down the sink, put on proper clothes and 
took the bus into town. I no longer noticed the people; the people swarming everywhere 
were now normal. I booked an appointment at the tattoo parlour, standing at a desk and 
listening to the whirr of needles. The heavily-inked man asked me what I was after.

‘Just a circle – not filled in or anything – just a wee circle,’ I said, hopefully.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Flash! Fiction

“Oh God not another one!” gasped Dr Morton. The squeak of his thin white plimsoles 
echoed down the corridor and his white coat billowed out behind him like a cape as he 
ran. A timid-looking nurse at the other end of the hall ran to greet him, her once tight bun 
unraveled in dismay with each step she took. The nurse was frantically pushing a wheel 
chair with rapt fingers clamped around the handles. In the chair was sat a woman of about 
40 years old; she was dressed in a smart pin-stripe business suit with a sensible shoe on her 
right foot ,her left foot was bare and her toes gnarled. The woman’s facial features were 
hidden by a mess of thick black hair which spread over her face. The woman’s hand’s were 
cupped in her lapped and she heaved and wretched the contents of her stomach in them. 
However the woman was unable to collect her revulsion as she did not spew vomit but 
instead sand, which trickled through her fingers leaving a sea-shore spray on the floor.  
“Same as the last. We found her outside on the ground after the last thunder clap.” 
s tut te red the Nurse ha l t ing the Doctor. “Whh…where shou ld I put her ? ”  
“Ward 9 , Sa l l y. Take them a l l to Ward 9 . ”  
“A l l ? ” 
“Yes.” Answered Dr Morton gravely, “I have a feeling there’s a lot more coming.” And he 
car r ied on r unning . 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The Nurse wheeled woman round the corner in to Ward 9, where the rest were, and 
ho i s ted her in to one o f the fe w remain ing beds .  
“You picked a hell of a day to start, Byrne.” Sally said to the young Doctor who was 
patrolling the ward bewildered, tending to each of the bizarrely afflicted patients. Byrne 
hadn’t heard Sally, he was more preoccupied with a debate he was having with an elderly 
gentleman who had a golden watch lodged firmly in the center of his forehead. 
“I’m telling you there was a glow of light, and there it was. Just stuck there.” the man 
h u f f e d .  
“I se r ious l y doubt that happened . ” Byr ne contes ted . 
“Wel l i t d id . ” he rep l i ed fo ld ing h i s a rms petu lant l y. 
The woman Sally had just brought in was curled upon the bed still spewing sand over the 
side like the running of an egg timer, Sally left her, moving along to the next bed where a 
bare-chested man lay unconscious. Across his chest was the purple stamp of a bruise that 
appeared to spe l l out a messa ge . 
“L i se r and Ford . Who are L i se r and Ford?” Sa l l y murmured . 
“Lisa Ranford.” Byrne suddenly replied. She spun round to see Byrne had moved on to 
another bed also, leaving the Watch-man to pick at his forehead in a vain attempt to get 
the c lockwork to s ta r t a ga in . 
“How do you know that?” questioned Sally, moving across to Byrne who was attempting to 
check his patient’s pulse but the man’s pale arms were firmly wrapped round a small 
package. Byrne, without turning, pointed to the window. Sally looked outside the window, 
dark clouds rolled angrily across the sky, she observed a moss covered tombstone with the 
name ‘Lisa Ranford’ etched in to it lodged in the grass at the front of the hospital. 
Alongside the tombstone there was a veritable cornucopia of unusual objects; a heavy 
church bell slumped on its side, a small cracked bridge like the kind that you’d find 
running across a stream, pages torn from a bible, red slate tiles, dripping wax candles, the 
golden butts of cigarettes, and amidst these objects fleeted a large howling fox.  
“They’re saying it came down in the rain.” Byrne said with almost too much composure. 
“It’s not raining.” muttered Sally incredulously. She gazed in awe at the condensation 
which had been assumed as rain but which was in fact millions of tiny bubbles drifting 
through the air. Sally turned sharply from the window, unable to believe her eyes.  
“What’s wrong with him?” Sally asked of the man who’s hand Byrne was trying to prise 
f rom that packa ge . 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“ F r o s t b i t e . ” 
“But i t ’s Ju l y. ” 
Just as Sally spoke another blast of lightning wracked the landscape; sending an ethereal 
and dazzling light through the entire ward, causing many of the patients, as well as Sally, to 
throw their hands over their eyes. A loud crash drew Sally and Byrne’s eyes to the window 
and they were dumbstruck to see that the branches of the oak tree out front now 
precariously held a police car with its red and blue lights still flashing.

by Hayley Rutherford

***

Forgive and Forget

“Now, remember, you have to be prepared for anything she might want to say to you.”

GOD, yes.  I understood that.  A dagger in my heart wouldn’t have been enough.  The 
more her words rang with hate, the easier it would be.  Not that this was ever going to be 
easy, but I had it made compared to her.  I imagined what it must feel like, how her legs 
must be shaking, palms sweating, insides recoiling as she approached her nemesis: the dark 
figure round every corner, the bogey man in every nightmare, the lust in every lover.

“Hello, James, it’s nice to meet you.”

I swear, that was the first thing she said.  And I knew then that I could never have 
prepared myself for this.  The shame, which had lived as a scorching barb inside me, 
twisting in my guts ever since…  well, when I realised what I had done, now caught fire, 
fuelled by her dry eyes and calm voice, and reduced my long-suffering guts to ashes.

My mouth was dry, and I bit my tongue hard to induce spit.  It didn’t work.

“I’ll be outside,” said the unnamed mediator, one of the founders of this project: Victims 
Now.  What a patronising name! Now wasn’t now at all, not this very moment, us both 
sitting here across a desk, her speaking calmly and me trying to get my saliva glands to do 
what they were paid for.  Now was every tortured second she had spent under her duvet, 
every wracking counselling session she had attended, desperately seeking a bandage for 
her constantly bleeding wound, every man she had not allowed to touch her.  Because of 
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what I had done.  Now wasn’t so much the pale, earnest woman in front of me, as the 
tiny, blue-eyed child whose forever I had wasted.

Yes, there were much better names for the project.  Back to the end, perhaps.  Or, 
Confronting the beginning.  Beauty and the Beast?

But I’m distracting myself, so that I don’t have to think about the now in the title.

“You’ve no idea how surreal this feels,” she said, “I’ve imagined this so many times.”

I tried to say that I had too, but I couldn’t quite manage it.  Besides, maybe it was better 
that I didn’t answer in that way.  It made us sound like long-lost lovers or something, 
rather than victim and…  What was I?

“You’re different to how I remember.”

Older, shabbier, all power gone.  The crisp suit had melted away into a patched-up shirt 
and ripped jeans.  My aptitude for numbers had morphed into a liking for poetry and the 
odd newspaper, and my eyes were hollow now, haunted by the emptiness of the 
segregation unit, of hours spent alone with four walls, of counting and recounting the bars 
on the door, a caged beast.  Different, yes.  And to both of us, but especially her, better.

“You remember my name?”

Her tone was unsure now.  She was expecting me to speak, and here I was, silent as a 
mute.  I wished I were mute then.  A fresh wave of guilt began to rise, cutting with 
knives into my intestines this time, shredding them into bleeding threads. Here she was, 
come from her new life, her fear and memories binding her as the most unbreakable 
chains.  Here she was, a free slave, giving her everything to this conversation with her old 
master, and I couldn’t even acknowledge her as having belonged to me.  I have always 
hated myself, but never as much as in that moment.

“I’m Amy,” said the poor, valiant creature, “I’m that little girl who…”

She stopped, thank God, or the devil, most probably.  Even she wasn’t at that stage, not 
yet anyway.

“I think these sessions,” she pressed on hurriedly, swallowing hard.  I didn’t see the tears 
reach the backs of her eyes.  I suppose when you have repressed them often enough, they 
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learn that they will not win.  ”I think these sessions are a really good idea.  I mean, it’s 
not everyone who’d be ready for them, but I am.  I wanted to see you today, to confront 
you,” Confronting the beginning, there we are.  ”to, to, try to comprehend…”

Not understand, never that.  She couldn’t; she was human.

“You are ready, too, aren’t you, James?”

Ready? To bear her hatred? To drown in her scorn? To burn in her anger? To shrivel under 
her disgust? Oh yes.  But to sit with her in calm waters, to share her memories, to give 
her mine? To sink into common quicksand? To wear her chains?

“Hello,” I croaked, my voice cracking through the word, as I took my first small step 
towards redemption.

by Sarah McLean

***

28



childhood, 
potion, 
dragon

6
Berry Picking

It was late August and the evenings were still long. The air 
in these years is fresh and pure, mottled only with the 
playfulness of imagination, a flickering light of primary 
colours; that melody, that lovely   paradox of possibility 
and infinite security. I’m not sure how old I am, maybe 
nine, maybe ten; maybe even seven. I think I have plaits in 
my hair: blonde messy plaits with grass and leaves caught in 
them, as if I were some kind of woodland creature. I run 
and spin around a lot, my breath always caught in the 
dizzying air. Me and my limbs like climbing trees. I reach 
for branches with my arms; my thin fingers cling to them 
with earthy nails.

My cousins are here and we’re playing a game. There’s an 
old rowan tree at the back of our garden, which sucks all 
the light in the morning then bounces it back towards 
afternoon. Since it’s nearly September, the tree is rich in an 
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abundance of vivid red berries, gleaming like the eyes of so many children. But to our eyes, 
they are precious and lovely as rubies. We are pirates, plundering treasure. We are climbing 
the tree and picking them – every last one – and tossing them in a bucket we’ve found in 
the shed. I remember the shed so clearly. The shed smells sweetly of sawdust, and that 
rainy, swampy scent of wet grass that comes from the lawnmower. Sometimes we sit in 
there, in the stuffy warmth, amongst the buckets and spades and gardening tools, and swap 
made-up stories.

No time exists in these summer evenings; only the bubbles of our laughter and the slow-
changing light. The way our skin glows pale and moonlike as it grows darker. The way our 
voices float upwards, swallowed by a sea of stars.

We’ve cleared most of the tree now; its branches are bare of berries – left only with green. 
A green that blurs at the edges, that makes our spirits shimmer. The four of us stand at the 
foot of the tree, admiring our handiwork. The bucket is almost full.

‘But I can still see some up there!’ someone says. We look up and there are several 
handfuls still clutching the branches at the top of the tree. We wonder who will be brave 
enough. The boys step back kicking their feet. I am the oldest; by nature, it will be me.

I climb with ease, with my young sweeping limbs. No looking down. No fear, no notion of 
falling. My vision is confined to the enticement of those scarlet fruits above me.

And soon I am there, waving my arms triumphantly. I pluck the berries and toss their 
clusters down to the ground. They fall fast in bloodied, godlike rain. From up here I can 
see the whole town: what seems like a thousand rooftops rendered magical in the purplish 
twilight. An atmosphere that pulls at my brain. A moon emerging from a murky horizon, 
the church steeple thin and eerie against a backdrop of silken clouds. It is all wonder, a 
view that somehow contains me in its pocket of time. I shake as I finally break away and 
climb back down.

My cousins hug me as I become the day’s heroine. A whole tree, stripped clean. A child’s 
harvest of earliest autumn.

My mother calls us inside, but we do not listen. The air is still warm, the light now 
sparkling with summery darkness. One of us goes to retrieve a potato masher, and we 
stand round our bucket, our cauldron, like little witches. We take turns to smash the 
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overflow of berries, passing the masher round, watching the red drip and slush and seep as 
we crush vehemently. Are we making a potion, a poison? Performing mystical rites? 
Brewing our own bittersweet jam, with its distinct tartness that pierces the tongue and 
waters the eyes?

We are concocting a tonic for time: for the long hours that melt and fade as we grow and 
change and lose the clarity of innocence, of childish sight. We relish something tangible 
and bright.

by Maria Sledmere

The Witch’s Son

The trees on the bare mountainsides creaked and bowed down in the sudden wind like an 
orchestra leaving the stage, and a vast, dark shadow moved over the entire valley. The 
weak sun was blotted out, and the witch’s son looked to the sky as the wind brutally 
shoved him back like a playground bully. The dragon was so large it could have swallowed a 
zeppelin whole without any trouble, and its wings spread like a mile of translucent red sails 
over a bony, reptilian framework. A voice, like a thundercloud talking, shook the rocks 
under h i s f eet so hard he fe l l to h i s knees . 
SHOW ME YOUR FIRE 
As a child, he’d watch his mother for hours at the hearth, making her potions. She never 
told him to stand back, or to be careful – “can’t fear fire if you’ve never been burned” she’d 
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say, as she dropped handfuls of dandelion heads into the brew. It was an unfortunate 
saying, because the witch’s son loved fire. He’d watch the fire under the heavy black pot 
more intently than his mother sometimes. The way the flames danced and flashed 
enthralled him. When he turned sixteen, the witch’s son dyed his hair for the first time. 
Autumnal red at the base, fading into lurid orange, then soft gold, then white, then finally 
a cold, almost icy blue at the tips. He wanted it to look like his head was surrounded by 
f l a m e s .  
His skill at general magic wasn’t much to talk about. He could charm cards, make short-
term, deplorably bad love potions, passable glamour and occasionally levitate things a 
couple of inches off the ground. But what he was good at was making the flames dance. He 
could make them into shapes, draw them out like party streamers, make fire of his own 
creation crackle and spit around his hands with only the slightest feeling of warmth on his 
skin. What he wanted was hotter flames, that burned brighter, and for that he needed the 
hottest, brightest fire of all – dragon fire. Dragons were few and far between, and generally 
lived in great, empty mountain passes and not near the small, smoky city than the witch’s 
son presently inhabited. So he packed a bag (it was his schoolbag. He might have been a 
witch’s son but his mother couldn’t teach him algebra as well as alectryomancy) wrote a 
note to his mother which he left on the kitchen table, picked up a map, and left in the 
search o f a dra gon . 
Fire was the one thing he’d been good at, the one magic he could do, and he had a point to 
prove. He showed his fire. The fire illuminated the valley, and lit the undersides of the 
clouds gold and red like Chinese lamps. He pulled the fire from himself, throwing it up 
into the sky and screaming because in the presence of the dragon, his fire burned hotter, 
burned so bright it hurt his eyes. The dragon’s shadow flickered and grew in the changing 
light, and in the roaring of the superheated air he heard a deep chuckle.

by Morgaine DV

***

The Jester and the Dragons

Gathering up the world into his arms he stole away like a thief in the night, grinning as he 
went, the Jester of Tears. Nobody laughed at his jokes, but he did not care, as they weren’t 
for them to smile at. He meant for them to shed tears, to make people cry, to ruin their 
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childhoods and make them awake in the night-time after a nightmare screaming and 
clutching their heads, crying, “The nightmare dragon is out, the nightmare dragon is out!”  
Indeed, nightmares come not as horses as some presume by the word night “mare” but by 
dragon fire. They search and follow the paths laid out by the Jester of Tears, lighting little 
torches to see their way home, which are mistaken for stars. When they find a good child 
they do not burn his dreams but rather place the drop of a potion into his eye and leave 
him to rest, and when that child awakes the rheum, that is the sandy sleepy in the corner 
o f your eye , can be co l l ec ted and tur ned into f a i r y dus t . 
But few believe this myth. They just cower in fear from the laugh of the Jester of Tears and 
think he has only come to harm them.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***

Ceinwen, the Magic Dragon

In my childhood I had no imaginary friends but when I was twenty five, a dragon moved 
into my garage. Her name was Ceinwen and she became my best ever friend, strangely no 
one e l se cou ld see her. 
Over the next five years we had many exciting adventures together but the authorities 
began to take an interest and demanded that I take an anti-dragon potion. Naturally I 
refused as I was convinced that they were trying to poison me. Eventually they came and 
took me away to Hartwood hospital. They wouldn’t let me out until I took the potion 
called Rohypnol. Now Ceinwen has gone, I miss her very much but the have warned me 
that if I stop taking the Rohypnol, they will take me back to Hartwood.

by Jane Helen Jones
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7
Brechan’s Kettle

In the dark days, the days at the nadir of despair there is 
sometimes the urge to up sticks and run. Sometimes never 
to return, most times imply to regain one’s equilibrium. 
Thus when the year had turned and the black dog of 
February was upon her, she simply up and off to where she 
kne w not .  
The romance had been short and not quite sweet. 
Downright sour a the close. The scars were deep and the 
ta s te b i t te r. she had to get out , ge t anywhere .  
She had never been to Jura. She had never had any reason to 
go to Jura. She once heard that Jura had the highest 
concentration of venomous snakes in the world. even 
higher than the Amazonian rain forest. She wondered if 
that wa s t r ue , i t seemed un l ike l y. 
The cottage was at the north end of the island. It seemed 
the very place to be alone for a few weeks until the dark 
clouds passed and she could once  more join the human 
race. When she arrived all was still. She walked to the crest 
of a hill where she could look over the sea to a little island 
whose name she kne w not . 
For a while, all was still. then she perceived a motion in the 
waters between Jura and the unknown island. Gentle at 
first, then increasing. She thought that some sea monster 
would appear at any moment but no physical presence was 
to be seen. the waters began to swirl and roar she became 
alarmed. A huge whirlpool had appeared between the two 
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islands. When the fear passed and she was certain that she wasn’t about to be devoured, 
she marvelled at the sight and sound. Until today, she had never heard of Corryvrechan, 
Brechan’s kettle.

by Jane Helen Jones

***

Disappear

I listen to the fire crackle, spitting bits of spark and stick on the carpet. It’s toasty warm 
here, with the cat lying languid and the smell of soup wafting from the stove. I am safe, as 
the walls embrace me with the spirit of home. Yet I still fear the abyss, this endlessness of 
being alone.

***

There is a cottage out in the wilderness, where she lives and sleeps in solitude, where 
sometimes she disappears. Folk from the villages say she does things, has powers in her 
hands. They wonder where she goes. Sometimes she’s sighted like a shadow slipping 
through trees. The children sneak with clandestine excitement into the forest, watching 
her pick mushrooms in the gloam. They wonder how a person’s hair could be that peculiar 
colour, that strange shade of violet that catches the starlight. As they wander home for tea, 
they swap stories about her mystery.

 ***

If only she knew what lies beneath my floor, what dark wonders wait in store for her. She 
would love me less, then.

***

I have known these walls for a lifetime; more than a lifetime, a generation of twisted roots 
reaching back to gnarled old ancestors. Grandma and the things she smoked, the 
accidental fire and the rebuild. Father’s callused hands. The knotted sorrows of the worn-
out land. No-one left, now.

***
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She lights fires for warmth. She does not know how I absorb her thoughts.

***

There hasn’t been a sighting for over a week. The children have 
found other games to play: they chase each other through trees, 
tripping over roots, letting their laughter mingle with the bird-
cries, the buzzing of bees.

***

A canvas of coruscating light covers the autumned canopy. 
Something wonderful is alive in the fading beauty, the softly falling leaves. The children are 
falling in love; a million kisses pressed on wind-flushed cheeks. They have forgotten her, 
forgotten the way her shadow disturbed the silence, disturbed matter.

***

I heard a mouse beneath the floorboards; or what I thought was a mouse, or something 
else…a whirring, insistent sound. Its presence became a blackness that scratched at my 
mind; I had a sense of an ending, of some kind of doom.

***

Something happened a millennia ago, when fairies inhabited the woods, when spirits and 
goddesses fought over the sweetness of the land. A power was released in the mis-
direction of a spell, a rupture was cast upon the soil. In the blood of slaughtered sprites, 
the earth opened, churning and whirling with its angry flesh exposed to the night. And 
what was beneath had been covered by centuries of charms, of careful woodwork and 
strong command

***

Months passed: winter stole the forest’s colour, froze every dew drop into glass. 
Everything gleamed white and pure and sad; all nature was untouched as the villagers 
hibernated in their cottages, far off across the fields. It was April before a soul set foot 
through the forest glade. A young man, seeking out the loveliest of roses for his 
sweetheart, dared to venture through the woods. The soil sprang beneath his feet, new and 
clean and speckled with the buds of spring.
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***

He walked in circles for seven miles before he found his roses. Beside a sleeping cat lay a 
bunch of white ones, already picked, holy like a new-born child. At his presence, the cat’s 
tail sprung up, his green eyes glaring at the man. He stepped back, for what he saw struck 
him with terror: it was not the cat, but what lay behind it. A small whirlpool, sucking 
gradually fragments of stick and seed and stone from the forest floor, chucking up bits of 
ice from within. As he looked closer, fear glowing in his breast, he saw that through the 
whirlpool rippled streams of red. It seemed as if the whirlpool hissed at his presence, and 
his heart quivered in horror as he saw bloodied flecks spray from the water upon the roses. 
As if the water was lashing out a warning. The roses’ pale glory was stained before him. He 
knelt among the undergrowth, before the cat, and wept. He realised, then: the children of 
the forest had abandoned their mother.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Make a Sound

It was the third day (well as many sunsets that he’d counted) that Greg had spent drifting, 
a small orange blip in this endless black-glass expanse. He sat on the periphery of the 
other occupants of the rubber vessel; in the center huddled together sat a young expectant 
mother, two teenage boys and the elderly woman Greg had helped in to the life raft when 
the boat went down. From what Greg could discern the two boys (when not bickering) 
were friends, the rest were strangers to each other but had now developed the tempered 
affinity of a family- the only outsiders were Greg and ‘her’. Greg glared directly across at 
the other side of the boat where ‘she’ sat, removed from each other by the familial island 
in the center. Her nails were dug firm in to her knees and her wide eyes revolved in her 
skull. Once the initial wave of terror had washed over them the community of four (or 
five) had settled in to a sense of collective comfort and whilst Greg had resigned himself to 
quiet solidarity ‘that woman’ had done nothing but whimper and wail in despair- her tears 
were only interrupted by her maniac outbursts about their impending doom.

Thirst scorched Greg’s throat even more than the sun which beat down on his bare arms- 
his jacket having become a makeshift blanket for the mother. The boat began to rock 
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methodically, as it had done twice each day- Greg assumed with the changing tides. The 
gentle rocking reminded Greg of playing on the swings when he was a child and he folded 
his arms across his chest as his eyes became heavy. However Greg’s optimism at the 
chance of a nap was soon clawed away, just like the changing of the tides that woman 
begun another hysterical fit like clockwork. Greg’s eyes flickered open to see that she was 
upon her knees w i th her hands c l a sped towards the sky. 
“Oh god. Oh god! Can’t you feel that!” she screeched. “Oh! We’ll capsize! We’re all going to 
d r o w n ! ” 
“No we are not.”  snapped the elderly woman suddenly. Greg noticed that she’d wrapped 
her arms round the young mother who in turn had her arms wrapped around her own 
s tomach . “Now s top th i s nonsense . You a re f r i ghten ing the young ones . ”  
Two boys had shrunk down, one had pulled his hood over his head as far as it would go. 
“I don’t want to die!” she wailed as a slightly larger wave spattered the occupants with a 
small spray. “The waves will pluck us from this boat one by one and the sea will hold us 
down by our throats so far beneath this shadowy mirror no one will ever find us!” 
“Hush!” the elderly woman retorted. “Whatever your feelings may be just keep them to 
yourse l f. We ’ re a l l s i ck o f your moans . ” 
“You think you deserve to live don’t you.” the woman hissed, coiling her body like a viper 
ready to strike. “Deserve to more than me. Why? Do you think you’re more deserving?!” 
She extended a bony finger at the huddled mass, trailing it past them til it reached Greg. 
“You shouldn’t even be here. Man” she glowered at him accusingly, “And you kids, you ‘re 
nothing but a menace to society, you’re probably just gonna croak soon anyway and, you; 
we l l that l i t t l e imp i s p robab l y dead a l ready ! “ 
Without warning Greg had broken through the barrier of bodies and launched himself to 
the other side of the boat. The woman probably would have screamed at the minimal 
amount of water this movement had let in had Greg not dragged her to her feet causing 
her mouth to hinge closed in sheer terror. Greg wound her hair in one long strand and 
dragged her to the side of the dingy and shoving her forward held her face down over the 
water by her ha i r. 
“See that ? ” he shouted . 
He heard the boys behind him murmur that it was the first time they’d heard him speak.  
“See that abyss below you? That endless chasm of watery darkness? That will envelope you. 
It’ll consume those words faster than you can spout them. The salt will purge those letters 
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from your lips.” The woman stared in terror at her own reflection in the now ominously 
calm sea. Greg loosened his grip slightly, tipping her further forward. “If I let go you will 
fall but never land. Your lungs will blister and burst. You will cry out but never be heard. If 
you drown you won’t make a sound, you’ll just swallow water down. “

The woman gasped painfully but did not answer. With that, Greg lifted her back and 
placed her gently back in her place, and without another word he joined the survivors in 
the center of the drifting little life raft.

by Hayley Rutherford

***

The Thirteenth Witch

The orange flames danced round the cauldron, entwining with each other  before moving 
on to their next lover.  Steam rose in spirals towards the moon, and they sat motionless, 
breathing in the perfume of the potion, sweet, spiced, and yet such a clinical smell.

“Is it working?” Phoebe asked hoarsely, watching in fascination as bubbles began to 
blossom on the surface of the yellow liquid.

Luc didn’t answer.  His eyes were closed, and she had the impression that he might be 
praying to the devil for help.  Or maybe he just couldn’t bring himself to look, couldn’t 
bear to see the result of the months of planning, of stealing dolls and long nights gazing at 
the sky.  In case they were the wrong results; in case they had failed their test.  There 
was no resit.

Phoebe gazed up at the moon, at its dancing threads of light, the essence of the potion. 
 They seemed to extend towards them,  Phoebe thought, unravelling from the moon in 
anticipation, shimmering with hope.

“Get down.”

Luc spoke the words in a barely audible whisper, and Phoebe hastened  to obey.  They 
moved  forward and fell to their knees beside the merrily splashing liquid.  Phoebe 
watched the drops chase each other across the surface, each one slightly bigger than a tear.
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“Stop looking at it,” he snapped, “remember, you can’t go inside it.”

She tore her eyes away, almost blushing.  Even in a situation as tense as this, she still 
couldn’t shake off how he made her feel.  She was at once transported back to school, and 
she stood beside the teacher’s desk as he berated her for having missed out the two final 
questions in her homework assignment.  Maths, she thought it had been, and when the 
calculator had broken she had given up.  There was no point going solo, and she would 
have used the computer but…

“Phoebe!”

She jumped, looking into his face, which was twisted with fury.

“What? Sorry.”

“Hands! Come on, this is it.  This is everything.  Don’t say the universe screwed up 
when it made you, for God sake, that it was all for nothing.”

She did not answer but held out her hands and linked her fingers with his.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

They held their clasped hands over the cauldron, breathing in the intoxicating scent. 
 Phoebe kept her eyes wide open, focusing on the shining moon above.  She 
remembered Luc’s tip, and imagined that the beams of light were illuminating her 
thoughts, their own spotlight, causing them to stand out clearly on the stage of her mind, 
delivering their lines perfectly.

“The touch o f e ver y teardrop , 
The woo l o f e ver y l amb,  
The notes o f e ver y b i rdsong , 
The death of every man.”

Over and over she thought the words, heard them in her mind, felt them in the beat of her 
heart, smelt them in the potion, saw them in the moonlight, and tasted them in the blood 
that trickled from her lip as she bit down on it.  She tightened her hold on Luc’s fingers, 
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or perhaps he was tightening his hands around hers.  There was no way of telling.  They 
were one in this moment, the same force, identical twins of power.

A warm wind began to blow around them.  Phoebe felt it lift her hair and throw it in 
front of her eyes, then pull it playfully away.  She felt his hands twist in hers, and soon the 
flowing music of a piano was emanating from his fingers.  The notes soared and dived, 
trickled and swooped, and somewhere underneath them she heard the long, tortured 
scream.  She forced herself not to wince, not to interrupt the steady stream of thought. 
 Some sacrifices were better than others.  That had been one of Luc’s first lessons.

by Sarah McLean

***

The Whirlpool and the Frog

The frog stood on the edge, hopping in nervous excitement on the spot.  The pool 
charged around itself, water buffeting this way and that.  He thought of his parents 
dancing at their wedding, spinning each other around in a constant, whirling bliss.  That 
was what it was, an unstoppable passion of water on water.  He saw the gold coin 
glimmering amidst the foaming swirls, and imagined himself being thrown from one to 
another, desperately reaching for it, and feeling his hands disappear into that rippling 
mass, so easy to push aside, and yet impossible to move.  He shrugged, gave the 
chattering roundabout and his defeated reflection one last look, and then hopped away 
back up the bank.

by Sarah McLean
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new perfume, 
worry, 
memory

8
Redolence

I hold the bottle, close to my nose. Its smooth glass fits 
perfect in my hand. Lift the stopper, relish the pop. Silky 
notes of mandarin and bergamot; and as I breathe in deep I 
can a lmost t a s te the j a smine , the midd le notes . 
“It’s perfect,” I say to the woman who drifts behind the 
counter, d r umming her f inger s on i t s sur face . 
“Quite a rare one, not the most popular,” she replies tartly, 
“but yes, unique, perfect for a young girl like you…with 
noth ing to lose . ” I ha ve no idea i f she i s be ing 
complimentary, or cold. She takes a fresh bottle from a 
draw and wraps it in tissue paper, slips it in a box and ties it 
with a little bow. I slide her a hundred pound note. She 
a lmost snor t s . 
“Wel l , I haven’t seen one of these in a few years .” 
“I’ve been keeping it.” I’m worried then that she might not 
accept i t . “Sa v ing up . Wai t ing . ” 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“Oh, it can go through our tills, rest assured,” she says dismissively, sensing my concern. 
She gives me a handful of shiny coins in change, and I thank her from the depths of my 
heart. I’m imagining that swirling explosion of orange blossom, musk and vanilla; the 
mingling of fruit and flower, as I spray it on, later. As I leave the store, the eye contact we 
exchange is filled with the gratitude of religious rapture; she – this shop-woman – is my 
wonderful priestess, handing me the key to happiness.

Five year s l a te r. 
The police are still continuing their investigation, although the general consensus is that 
hope is pointless, that she’s lost forever. They found her car, with an empty bottle of 
whisky and packet of pills by the cliffs, where the sea roars an eternity at the land. A 
popular spot, they said. But then there was other evidence: credit card usage in foreign 
countries, a strange letter left in her mother’s kitchen, dated a few days after her 
disappearance. A scarf they found at a service station, still smelling of her perfume.

Sometimes I sit on the edge of our bed, because I can’t bear to sleep in it (can’t bear to 
sleep at all) and our room has become a kind of tomb; or at least, a lost space, a limbo – a 
place neither here nor there. I pick up bits of her possessions (old possessions, I suppose) 
and think about their existence. Why are they still here, when she’s gone?

Then I find her perfume. It feels profane to spray it, to release that aroma that conjures 
sickening waves of nostalgia. It’s a scent that clings to all her clothes, that I remember 
emanating from her hair, her neck when she spoke, when we moved close.

But I can’t help but spray it. It’s like there she is, inside the bottle, all her words simmering 
in its potent matter. I squeeze the atomiser and it hits my senses, fills the room and waters 
my eyes. Mandarin, bergamot, vanilla, jasmine. The luxury of love; some Eastern garden.

In every droplet of scent there’s the late nights of Amaretto coffees, flickering tv shows 
playing out the white noise to our kisses; words dissolving in the pale dawns. I suddenly 
know, suddenly live in her fury; there’s that tearing, where the world is scorched by our 
sense of an ending, by the abyss inevitably impending. I put the bottle down, stand over 
by the window. I see the silhouette of the old willow tree, the sweeping shadows of birds, 
of things alive. There’s another sunrise, again, another faithful dawn.

by Maria Sledmere
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***

The Little Girl’s Room

Memor y, she looked in the mir ror.  
‘Hmmm!,’ she thought, holding her head to one side 
and pu l l ing a f ace . 
‘Not bad for … ‘ Then SHE wa lked in .  
‘G’day Mrs Peabody,’ Helen said as she entered the 
Lad ies S taff to i l e t . 
‘Good morning Helen,’ Margaret Peabody replied.  

‘You ’ re look ing we l l today. ’ 
‘Thank you Mrs Peabody. ’ Helen was glowing with youthful health as usual .  
‘I hope you don’t mind me asking Helen, you always look so well, what foundation do you 
w e a r ? ’ 
‘Foundat ion , Mrs Peabody. ’ She looked puzz led . 
‘Make up , you ha ve such a n ice complex ion . ’ 
‘Oh, I see. I don’t wear make up Mrs Peabody, I never fe lt the need for i t . ’ 
‘PRECOCIOUS AUSTRALIAN COW.’ Margaret Peabody screamed silently to herself 
but ju s t s a id ,  
‘Goodness me, I’m surprised at that Helen. And gave a weak smile. ‘I’m sorry.’ She had an 
urge to s l ap her f ace . 
Oh, no worries, Mrs Peabody.’ Helen threw a smile back. Helen’s smiles were like a ray of 
go lden sun l ight . 
‘ Is that a ne w per fume you ’ re wear ing? I don’t recogn i se i t ? ’  
‘Its Old spice my stupid brother threw on me this morning.’ Helen thought but just said. 
‘Oh, its one that a relative brought me from Melbourne, its not expensive or anything. Its 
really quite ordinary, oh well, I suppose I must return to the moil, toil and hurley-burley of 
the communications room.’ She simpered. Taking the piss out of Margaret Peabody, a 
stuck up cow with high pretentions from Milngavie, “MULL-GUY” she pronounced it, 
was the only thing that kept Helen sane in the mind-numbing environment of the Scottish 
reg ion communicat ions room at Bucannan House . 
Margaret Peabody watched the door s lowl y c lose .  
‘BITCH!’ She screamed and threw a paper towel at the door. ‘I hope your fucking 

44



te lepr inter b lows up in your pret ty l i t t l e f ace . ’ 
Helen heard the little tirravie as she walked along the corridor. She smiled.

by Jane Helen Jones

***

Pestilence

It was always the young ones that fell first. It had been nigh on two days that the smallest 
among them had locked herself away in her cell and already the threat of infection 
permeated the air like the concerned whispers of the as-yet-untainted. Nowhere was safe 
for the remaining uncontaminated dwellers. They lurked in fear of the invisible virus 
which cavorted through these halls; each cough echoed like a scream, each sneeze like a 
death-knell. They sat poised around the table in silence scratching at the food on their 
plates with steely forks; suspicion poured from their eyes filling up the vast deserts 
between each others plates and urging the meal begrudgingly on. Disappetite meant 
diseased. After each morsel was forced in to their gullets, the plates were cleared and 
scrubbed, three times, to ensure no possible residue could incubate the plague that 
threatened to consume them all. Back round the table they continued to sit in dreadful 
silence; desperately wishing to talk but knowing that the risk of the breath of bacteria that 
each syllable brought was to great, and thus the conversed only in muted glances. Suddenly 
the oldest among them raised his hands to his nose, the rest drew back helplessly in their 
seats as he let out a crashing sneeze. They froze solid. He rose swiftly, knowing his fate was 
sea led , a s the g roup g l a red on in mor t i f i ed awe . 
“I think…” he murmured nasally as he (the cursed) resolved to quit his purified friends “I 
think I’ve caught Liz’s cold.”

(Dedicated to Pentland: Cell block D)

by Hayley Rutherford
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generations

9
Paradise Missing

Granny used to take us to this park, when we were children. 
She’d walk us halfway across the city, her little court shoes 
clacking on cobbles. Sometimes she’d dodge across the 
road, not bothering to wait for traffic. Things stopped for 
her; she didn’t stop for them. She’d have one of us on each 
hand: James on the left, me on the right, both giggling with 
delight.

“Children!” she’d boom, “this is a splendid day! A golden day 
among millions, and not to be wasted!” People would stare 
at her in the street, stare at the crackling fire of her eyes 
and smile. Her special park was tucked away behind a 
labyrinth of secret paths and alleyways. There’d often be 
beggars, crouched in the shadows. Granny always had a 
pinch of a penny or two, a flick of silver that she’d drop in 
their cups.

“That’s for your tea, love,” she’d say smartly. They’d smile up 
at her in amazement, with her nodding back primly and us 
children wide-eyed as alley cats.

This garden, this park, it was roughly a kind of hexagon. I 
worked this out as soon as I could count, could place it in 
my book of geometry, a photo stamped from mind to page. 
Vines and sweet peas sprawled up the walls, while tulips and 
sunflowers and marvellous roses sprung out at you in lovely 
clusters. It was all so pretty and full of peace, a sanctuary 
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from the busy city. And James and I, well, we’d run around crazy – chasing each other, 
rolling in the soft lawn, smelling everything, naming every bird and plant and bee as if we 
were Adam bestowing language upon Eden. Granny, on the other hand, would sit on a 
wooden bench shaded by this old willow.

“Resting my bad legs,” she’d say. We thought she was pretending, that she never needed 
resting. She watched us dance and laugh in play, smiling away to herself. I could never tell 
what she was thinking; was she happy, sad, did she miss her youth? When I got bored of 
James I’d sit beside her on the bench, and she’d let me plait her beautiful hair. It had once 
been a princess’, long and golden; it was still long, but now streaked with ash and silver.

“Rapunzel,” I’d sing to her.

It was only when the church bells chimed that we realised the real world. Granny would 
exclaim, “Oh gosh! The time!” and she’d rush along, as if terrified of worrying our mother. 
As soon as we left that park, we were never quite sure if we’d really been there; its verdant 
beauty seemed to melt into unwashed windows, bleak streets, the coarse grey of concrete.

On the way home, she’d stop at a fudge shop and buy us anything we liked. I always chose 
hazelnut praline; James scoffed white chocolate and Granny would take a rum and raisin 
and wrap it in paper for later. We always ate ours straightaway, our cocoa-smeared faces 
giving the game away, while Granny would wait until after supper. While we did our 
homework, I watched her out of the corner of my eye, nibbling the fudge and sneaking 
whisky into her tea. When she died, Mother found the empty stash in the old dog’s 
kennel, an array of oaky smells and bottles that glittered in brilliant green. It was just like 
Granny, the silly maid, Mother said. Always up to no good.

After work on Fridays, I still go back to that fudge shop, though the man that owns it 
doesn’t know me. Why would he recognise me, after all these years? Sometimes though, I 
feel like he senses something in me; a spark, something of Granny’s, maybe. Mother said 
she was always getting into trouble, having fun behind everyone’s back – even in her 
seventies.  The old man at the fudge shop – he must be ninety-odd now – always gives me 
free samples, throws them in gift bags, glints a yellow smile. But all that sugar is a hollow 
kind of sweetness, a brief comfort. Rain or shine, storm or snow, every Friday I’m always 
looking for that garden, wandering the city from road to road. When I find it, I’ll get back 
to her heart, get back to my youth. Until then, I can only remember and look, lost in my 
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trapping gratitude – the memory of how lovely it all seemed. Yet as time goes by, I begin 
to think that the garden didn’t exist at all; that maybe it was one of Granny’s perfect 
dreams.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Memories

She sat on the decaying bench in the garden where nature had taken over. The bench was 
old. so was she. Father had made the bench when they had arrived in this house.over 
twenty years ago. The garden had been nothing but an open expanse of naked soil still 
bearing the scars of the builders contractors. Father had made it green. Put up fences, 
created a patio. The very patio that she was sitting on now. No longer pristine and new as 
it had been then. Weeds grew up through the paving slabs. moss and algae covered the 
retaining wall that he had built to keep the slope of the garden at bay. He had built flower 
beds where he and mother had planted every year. Built a back patio and after a couple of 
years they had bought a summer house where they spent every available day that the 
unpredictable west coast weather permitted.. Oh how they loved that summer house. Now 
it was gone, demolished when the rot had made it uninhabitable. Undeterred they had a 
conservatory built. Unfortunately, the lovely flower beds had to be removed and were 
never replaced. Sadly, by the time it was ready, Father had terminal cancer and only had 
three months in his new conservatory before he passed from us early one January. After 
that mother started a slow decline. She is still with us but will never see her garden again. 
Cursed by dementia. 

Now she sits in the overgrown garden, the last of her generation thinking. Father gone, 
Mother gone, she is the last. When she is gone another will oversee this garden. She feels a 
sense of sadness but a sense of gratitude for her memories. She hates this garden now. Its 
dead, derelict no longer the living place it used to be. Its beginning to rain, she gets to her 
feet and returns to the sanctuary of the house. She has better things to do than sit on a 
rotting old bench in an overgrown garden.

by Jane Helen Jones
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clinic, coffee, 
juggling

10
Cold Coffee

Monday mor n ing and e ver yone i s dead . 
Even the doctors are dead. In the hospital clinic there are 
bodies, the corpses of the infirm and becoming sick 
squeezed into every space available. All seats are occupied, 
all beds are  taken, even the floors are littered with 
blankets and groups of family sufferers are crowded 
t o g e t h e r . 
Except all of them are not suffering anymore. All of them 
are dead. The juggling of the patients that the doctors and 
nurses had to go through during this epidemic does not 
matter any more, for they are all dead. Death has won. 
She sits by herself on top of a counter, sipping a cup of cold 
coffee, looking around her at the state of the world now. All 
dead, all gone. It took one single disease to wipe out the 
ent i re human race in a weekend . 
She b l inks , and pauses , then s ips more cof fee . 
Now she no longer has a job.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***

The Clinic

Everything would be easier if I was actually in pain. They 
want you to feel nothing. There is a certain assurance in 
being numb, a lovely guarantee. The waiting room is 
stripped: a blank box with off-white walls, the stench of 
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bleach mixed with rose-scented air-freshener – the kind my gran used to use. There’s a 
painting that dominates the main wall, opposite the window so all the sun pours on it and 
you can’t help but see it. It’s some kind of cheap Picasso ripoff, an explosion of body parts 
forming a fragmented figure-scape; triangular lines slicing through limbs and face and 
spleen – remnants of a girl’s identity.

You wonder if that’s really what you’re doing, waiting. It’s not like those places you went as 
a kid, where they’d have this clown juggling plates in the corner like it was Disneyland or 
something. You wonder if he was paid to do that, or whether he just walked in for fun, like 
those people that volunteer just for the kick they get out of it. You wonder if maybe he’d 
ever dropped a plate – for the hell of it – watched it smash into bits, just to hear the 
children scream.

I mustn’t look at the clock; it’s not ticking for me, it’s just filling up space with its 
metronomic beat. I guess there’s still time to change my decision.

The yellow accents on the painting are poisoning my vision. I feel like her jaundiced eyes 
are wishing horrors on me. She let some man hack her to pieces. Is that what I’m doing 
too? The clench tightens like a fist in my stomach.

They tell you not to eat anything before you come in. The young girl with her mother 
opposite me stares as she hears my hungry gurgle. She won’t meet me as I glance back at 
her; she looks away nonchalantly, bubblegum chewing behind lips that are glossed like 
plastic. Seeking out distraction, I go over to the coffee machine. Carefully I press some 
buttons, and it spits this tar-like ooze into a paper cup. Sitting back down, I watch the 
steam rise in lustrous swirls.

She’s staring at me again. I’m not sure which one; the painting or the girl. I want a nurse 
to come and call her away. “Nancy, Amanda, Katie!” she’ll say, dropping the bomb on the 
girl’s first name. There’s only so far you can wallow in anonymity, here. I’ve picked up a 
magazine to hide behind. Caravan Weekly. The cover is greasy, and it dates back almost 
eight years.

Top family getaways

Places your kids will love

Time to escape?
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I trace each heading with my finger as I sip the coal-black coffee. The heat of it sears my 
oesophagus, pours lava-like into my stomach. Soon the cold gloved hand will be upon me, 
feeling the world beneath my surface.

I imagine living in the caravan depicted in the glossy picture, imagine the small shower, 
toilet, single bed. Hot buttered toast, cocoa and an electric heater for the winter. Sitting 
by the window watching the sun dissolve into glitter over some ocean. A scene completely 
wholesome, a place outside life; the perfect picture. I read the detailed descriptions, 
follow the white space between every line.

“Piper,” the shrill voice calls, “we’re ready for you now. It’s time.”

by Maria Sledmere

***

End of the Dream

‘Ha ve you e ver been d ia gnosed a s ha v ing any chron ic hear t condi t ion? ’  
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Do you su f fe r f rom d izzy spe l l s , b l ack outs or ep i l ept ic se izures ? ’  
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Any Hear t condi t ions ? ’ 
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Have you, or any of your family ever been diagnosed with a mental health condition?’  
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Ha ve you e ver su f fe red f rom depress ion? ’ 
‘Not unt i l I came here . ’  
‘Ver y dro l l , Ha ve you e ver been t reated for a l coho l or narcot ic abuse? ’ 
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Other than for read ing , do you wear spectac le s . ’ 
‘No , not e ven for read ing . ’ 
‘Ha ve you e ver su f fe red f rom ar thr i t i s o r any other mobi l i t y prob lems? ’  
‘ N o . ’ 
‘Very good Miss Ross, Could you go to the toilet and provide a urine specimen?’ 
‘Only if I have to.’ Helen took the receptacle and went into the toilet. She, with difficulty, 
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peed into the glass beaker. When finished, she dried herself and walked back into the 
c l in ic , the f loor co ld on her bare feet . 
‘Thank you,’ the nurse said. ‘Could you get up on the examination couch? I’ll be there 
directly I prepare this sample.’ Helen went behind the curtain and climbed onto the 
couch. This was demoralising but if she could escape from the communications room and 
the arseholes whom worked there, it was worth it. Sister MacQueen came into the room. 
‘Sorry abo0ut the cold hands,’ she said as she donned examination gloves. Helen gasped 
when the ‘cold’ hands touched her nether regions. For five minutes she was prodded and 
g roped by the p la s t i c g lo ved hands . 
‘Ok, you can get down and dress if you wish, when you’re finished I’ll do you eye tests, 
How long ha ve you been pregnant ? ’ 
‘ I ’m not . ’ He len sa id a s she f a s tened her Bra . 
‘I think you are, Miss Ross. If I were you I’d go and see your own Doctor to have it 
conf i rmed a s soon a s poss ib le . ’ 
Helen s topped . 
‘Are you se r ious ? ’ She a sked , a puzz led look on her f ace . 
‘Dead l y, I ’m pret ty sure that you a re pregnant . 
‘OH … ‘ He len sa id , she s tood , t r y ing to take in what she had ju s t heard . 
‘How … how wou ld that a f fect my ne w pos i t ion? ’ 
‘AS you are already an employee of British Railways, Miss Ross, it wouldn’t directly affect 
it at all. Now that women are becoming more common on the footplate grades, its an issue 
that will arise more and more.’

Helen wandered down the stairs towards the place of her incarceration. She met Roseanne 
Heinz coming a long the cor r idor. 
‘Are you a l l r i ght He len? ’ She a sked . ‘You look a l i t t l e pa le . ’  
‘ I … er … yes Roseanne , I ’ ve ju s t had some … er confus ing ne ws . ’  
‘Come tell auntie Roseanne about it, lets have a coffee.

They wa lked to the s taff canteen o f Br i t i sh Ra i l ’s Scot t i sh HQ.  
‘Two cups of that vile brown stuff you call coffee, Noreen.’ Roseanne said to the canteen 
assistant. from anyone else that would have been offensive but no one could be offended 
by Roseanne . She car r ied the s teaming cups across to He len . 
‘There now, ’ she sa id a s she put the cup in f ront o f He len .  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‘Now what ’s the prob lem? ’ 
‘ I ’m pregnant , Roseanne . ’ 
‘ J o h n n y ? ’ 
‘Un les s i t s a v i rg in b i r th , yes . ’ 
‘Oh dear … How wi l l that a f fect your ne w job? ’ 
‘ I ’m to ld i t won’t . ’ 
‘Oh we l l , that ’s where my pre v ious employment put me in good s tead . ’  
‘What were you , Roseanne? ’ 
‘A jug g le r in a t ra ve l l ing c i rcus . ’ 
‘Were you rea l l y ? ’ 
‘Ahhh … NO, I made it up. But I’ve been juggling for years now, job, husband, family.’ 
Helen smiled at the thought.

By Jane Helen Jones

***

Coffee

In the morning.

Coffee.

Early morning, sleepy heads.

Dark and hot, a steaming cup. In the early morning.

It should wake me up, this liquid stuff

but not this dreary morning.

I stare out through the window, the fog is swirling over the meadow, around the trees. A 
bit like the thoughts in my sleepy head. Phrases on repeat, and I’m honestly considering 
going back to sleep.

Dozing at the table. Oh. I snap awake. My cup, half-full, is standing forgotten on the table 
and its gone cold.
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Sighing deeply I rub my eyes and force them to open. Time for a second cup.  
by Nina Lindmark Lie
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party, 
champagne, 
mouse

11
Time out of Time

Once upon a time, near the middle of Time, a middle-aged 
man with a plaited grey beard and bald head sat in a 
cracked leather armchair facing a wide large plane of glass, 
outside of which spread the carpet of the Voidfell City. His 
hand that was avant-gardly cupping the bulb of the wine 
glass was connected to his arm draped over the arm of the 
chair. He blinked slowly, lifted the glass to his lips, then 
paused, feeling the repetition of life drown him once more. 
Grumpily he reached over with his other hand, eyes still on 
the outside. His reach flailed around for a while, flapping 
uslessly like a goldfish out of its bowl, then found it. It 
grabbed the cold material, abd dragged it over to his torso 
and lap, and connected with the rim of the glass. A tip, an 
upwards f l ip o f the bott l e and - 
Nothing came out . 
Black eyes glanced down and blinked. Then uncomfortably 
noticed. A growl escaped from the depths of his throat, as 
he ro l l ed the eyes . 
“Damn thing,” he cursed and threw the empty champange 
bottle at the wall, where it shattered into a hundred pieces 
and scat te red o ver the wooden f loorboards . 
It joined the remainder of bottles and glasses gathered 
there, near the wall and on the shelves and on the counters 
and in the drawers and over the sofas and under them and 
between the cushions, and the many many spills over the 
materials and over almost every surface; the remainder of 

55



the party from the night previous. The unwholesome unholy party of thieves and whores 
and l i e s and cheat s , that he hated ent i re l y.  
Now it was just him left. Him and the world of the view before him, out of time yet after 
time, enviable of those who experienced time. Especially the small mouse that was 
nibbling the edge of the rug by the long-dead fire. The man watched it now, silently, 
breathing. He clicked his tongue a couple of times, then violently threw the empty glass 
o ver a t i t . 
This time it caught the beast and not the wall, spearing it with shards of glass.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***

Tae a (White) Moose

When she awoke, the room was cold. an empty champagne bottle lay on the floor. She 
pulled herself up and shook her head to clear the mist. She looked at the clock and as she 
did, something caught her eye. Sitting on the chair by the window was a large white 
m o u s e .  
‘Who the FUCK are you? ’ she shouted a t the o ver sca le rodent .  
‘Who the fuck a re YOU? ’ the rodent rep l i ed in a qu ie t vo ice . 
‘I’m Frances MacAra,’ she replied. ‘A citizen of some note in this town. she said with a 
haughty a i r. 
‘No you’re not. You’re just a fucking old drunk. Look at the state of you.’ The mouse 
twi r l ed i t s long ta i l in i t s paw. 
‘A l i t t l e par ty l a s t n ight , that ’s a l l . ’ 
‘Too many l i t t l e par t ie s , you dr ink too much . ’  
‘ I DO NOT! ’ 
‘How many un i t s o f a l coho l do you dr ink per day? ’  
‘What? … how the HELL shou ld I know? ’  
‘Ever yone shou ld know the i r a l coho l in take . ’ 
‘ SANDI, ’ she shouted . 
‘Yes , Fran? ’ Sand i MacLean came into the room. 
‘Get that to FUCK ou8t o f here . ’ she po inted to the window. 
‘What? ’Sand i a sked , puzz led . Fran wa s po int ing a t an empty space . 

56



‘That b loody whi te mouse . ’ Sand i went o ver to the window. 
‘White mouse?’ she asked. ‘There’s nothing here. Where exactly did you see it? If we have 
rodents I ’ l l ha ve to get on to pes t contro l a t the counc i l . ’  
‘NO NO! It wa s huge . ’  
‘Huge? Are you sure i t wa s a mouse? That sounds l ike a r a t . ’ 
‘NO! I mean MEGA big , l ike your s i ze . ’ 
‘My s i ze ? A mouse MY s ize ? ’ 
‘Wel l , g i ve or t ake a f e w inches . ’ 
‘Are you fee l ing ok? You wou ldn’t l ike me to ca l l the doctor ? ’ 
‘NO. Why wou ld I need the doctor ? ’ 
‘er … seeing rodents my size isn’t exactly normal,Fran. Maybe you’ve been partying too 
much l a te l y. ’ 
‘I saw it with my own eyes. It was standing in the window there as large as life.’  
‘You need some rest Fran. Look, go back to bed and sleep for an hour or two and you’ll 
feel better. I’ll bring you a nice cuppa and thye alcohol will have gone from your system by 
t h e n . ’ 
‘R ight . ’ Meek l y f ran a l lowed herse l f to be tucked up in bed . 
‘Where ’s Lou i se ? ’ she a sked a s she pu l l ed the co vers up . 
‘Gone to that new years day charity walk thing she collected the money for. They’re going 
to wa lk to Ba l loch for cancer re l i e f. ’  
‘Aren’t they meant to be in f ancy dres s ? ’ 
‘That ’s r i ght . ’ 
‘What i s Lou dres sed a s ? ’  
‘A whi te mouse . ’ 
‘BASTARD!’

by Jane Helen Jones

***

Decadent Entropy

There was a reason why we were gathered in the kitchen, trying to prise apart paper cups. 
None of us could quite remember, however, what we were doing here; why we were 
celebrating. It was just the thing to do. Something new, our spirits still bubbling in 
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glorious vacuum. You knew how to do it: kissing my wrist and popping the champagne, 
pouring it like liquid gold: into cups, through air, on skin. 

The giggling never stops, the bass beats thrumming towards the drops.

Later, we ’ l l sp i l l out onto the s t reet , our bod ies open to ca ta s t rophe . 
You take my hand and po int a t the moon , 
knowing that a l l w i l l come, somet ime 
soon.

Your red mouth closes like a promise.

Where did we begin?

I’m up before sunset, a seaweed sky clogging the view. Everyone else a sleeping cadaver, 
waiting for time to peel and dissect. The window sits with me, understands the way I like 
to smell the air, the soft grit of cement and sulphur. I am there, in the streets; and here, 
with the bodies.

We laughed, I think. There were scars on your arm, felt-tip marks spelling an elegy to 
harm. You never make a sound in your sleep. I won’t watch you, from the window, but I 
will listen.

Bile rises. It’s the yellow fog that clogs the air by the window; it gets in your lungs, infects 
your stomach. I reach out and retch onto the road below, my vomit smacking the 
concrete, echoing up the street for no-one to hear, no-one to know.

I feel the need to tidy. Too much matter blocks my space, and it’s too early to begin 
shifting the bodies. There’s that bottle of champagne, rolled onto its side, spilling the 
trickle of its last expensive piss. I watch it, wondering at its significance. The room slows 
around me, as I focus on this single precise object. The silver foil label, beginning to peel; 
the absent stopper, the jewel green glass.

A sudden movement startles me. The bottle spins and shivers, and at once a small mouse 
darts from its opening. In a flash of black it scarpers towards the walls, emitting a squeak. 
I love its desperation, its reliance on instinct. Or perhaps a drunken run, a dare-devil dash 
for fun. It doesn’t occur to me to try and catch it, to stop its clambering over the bodies, 
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which don’t stir as the little paws fly over face and clothes. I watch the space where it 
disappeared into the wall. I think of angels.

An asthmatic sunset flames through the window, vivid as a bottle of alcopop. I am 
peaceful, more peaceful than the cadavers, than the mouse in its skirting board sanctuary. 
I slump against the wall, in the spot where the light may drench me. You are close, your 
breath trembling in quiet rasps; but I sense you slip away. I feel my face dissolve in the 
burning space, my thoughts entering decay. As the sun fades, I know there is nowhere, 
nothing, no escape. There is nothing left that I might miss. I sit and scratch the place on 
my wrists that you kissed, watching the beads of blood rise like pomegranate seeds. The 
reds of nowhere, a perfect existence.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Blue Champagne

Bubbles rise as my vinyl plays on. My champagne flute is standing on the window sill, I 
haven’t touched it yet, though I will soon. You know, before they show up. I invited them, 
I invited them – that’s the phrase I keep repeating in my mind, put there originally by Liz. 
She kept saying that all day yesterday and rightly so after the endless whining and 
complaining I subjected her to. My dress is comfortable, my shoes are not too high, the 
aperitifs ready. Champagne on ice. The record player is on and it calms my nerves. 
Nothing soothes my soul as much as that scraping, melodious and old fashioned sound. It 
was the best day of my life when dad took it to an old tech shop and repaired it: now my 
grandmothers vinyl collection can actually be used. I reach for my glass and look at the 
city lights outside through the liquid and the bubbles. I breathe in the sight of the tall 
buildings, the scent of the chocolate cake on the table, and I sip my drink as Manhattan 
Transfer plays on.

by Nina Lindmark Lie
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Saturday 
afternoon, 
freedom

12
The Clash of the Ash

Jacintha, where the hell are you? come on, get your goddam 
ass out here, Sian is waiting.’ J.C. Evans’ voice boomed 
through the house . ’ 
‘Keep your hair on mater.’ The youngest Evans shouted 
down the s ta i r s . ‘ I ’m coming . ’ 
‘We’ll be late for the throw-up if ya don’t shift yourself.’ 
As she spoke, Jacintha came down the stairs, already 
dressed in the red, yellow and black hooped shirt of 
Ki ldoran Lad ies Camanachd . 
‘In the goddamed van,’ J.C. snapped. ‘The throw up is at 
twelve and we got a long way to go to get to Glenelg.’  
Jacintha threw her kit into the back of the minibus and got 
i n .  
‘Hi Jacintha’ the others said. Sian Evans headed out onto 
the main road that runs north to the rough bounds, the 
Mam Rattigan and eventually Glenelg where at high noon, 
Kildoran would take the field against Glenelg ladies in the 
first round of the cup. Drawing Glenelg was viewed as a bye 
to the second round because Glenelg were not viewed as 
much of a challenge to a team that had finished sixth in the 
l ea gue l a s t sea son . 
Sian took the old road to Kintail, a spooky place to be at 
n ight but not so fea r fu l in the broad day l i ght . 
‘If ye see a polis on a bike wi’ a helmet on, dinnae stop for 
h im. ’ Jan i s Gordon sa id . 
‘Surely you don’t believe all this Ghost stuff, auntie Janis?’ 
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Zoe Ross a sked . 
‘Ahm te l l in’ ye Zoe . Ah pa ssed h im up here . ’  
‘Nonsense . ’ J.C . scor ned . ‘There a in’t no such th ing a s a Ghost . ’  
‘Don’t you be so sure , J.C . ’ Jan i s s i ghed .  
‘For a first thing, ya said he was wearing an old fashioned helmet like the Scottish cops 
don’t wear now, r i ght ? ’ 
‘Aye , that ’s r i ght . ’ 
‘Well, I did a little research, Argyllshire constabulary never DID wear helmets. They wore 
the bonnet and then the fora ge cap . ’ 
‘Maybe you dreamed i t ? ’ Ye lena sug ges ted . 
‘Dreamed i t ? Dr iv ing a t rans i t and I DREAMED i t ? Aye . R ight ! ’  
‘Auto sug ges t ion? ’ F lo sug ges ted . 
‘Aye , F lo I wa s dr i v ing an auto a t the t ime . ’  
‘No, what I mean is having heard the legend of the phantom cop you may have been 
thinking about him and just glimpsed something which your imagination converted to the 
Phantom po l i sman . ’ 
‘Ha ve you e ver seen the company o f redcoats , Aunt ie Jan i s ? ’ Zoe a sked . 
‘ Some say a Roman Leg ion . ’ Jac intha added . ‘The n inth . ’ 
‘I think a Roman legion is a little bit over the top.’ Sian smiled. ‘Maybe a cohort?’  
‘Or a Centur y. ’ Mar t ina added . 
‘WOAH!’ Sian exclaimed as she hit the brakes to avoid a flock of sheep who were covering 
the road . 
‘SHIT!’ J.C. hissed as they came to a halt. As she did so, the shepherd came around the 
corner. a rugged looking old cur with a bonnet and a blanket wrapped around his body like 
the dro vers o f o ld . A venerab le o ld p ipe s tuck into h i s mouth .  
‘Tell the old GIT to remove his goddam sheep forthwith or we are gonna be just SO late.’  
‘He looks l ike an ext ra f rom Mrs Brown. ’ He len ros s whi spered .  
‘Excuse me my good fellow.’ Sian said (Or words to that effect) ‘I wonder if you could 
remove your animals from the road, we’re in a something of a hurry.’ The man muttered 
something in the Gaelic and continued on his way without even so much as a glance in 
S i an’s d i rect ion . 
‘A pheasant plucker.’ Janis mumbled. The old boy whistled and a dog came round the 
corner, ushering the sheep. Eventually Sian could get the yellow minibus through and off 
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on the road to Kinta i l and on o ver the Mam and down into Glene lg . 
‘So much for the freedom of the open road.’ J.C. said. As she did, Sian looked in the rear 
v ie w mir ror. The sheep and shepherd had van i shed into th in a i r !  
‘DON’T LOOK OUT OF THE REAR WINDOWS’ She said as she put her foot down.

by Jane Helen Jones

***

Chimera

It was a cold November night in your car, and you were feeding me figs. They were purple, 
blackish, the size of golf-balls; their insides lime-coloured with a heart cherry-pink. You’d 
bought them at the supermarket that day, and they were fat and sweet. I pulled them apart 
lovingly with my teeth. You held the plastic packet so close that I could smell their 
buttery, honeyed aroma; strong and overly rich. When I was finished I watched you eat 
them, one by one, slipping their little heads into your lips.
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The wrong season, to be out like this. Your car didn’t have heating – not back then – but 
we were huddled in the itchy blankets your mother let us borrow. The ones she made you 
as a baby, soused with her lullabies, the vague magic of her dreaming. I remember 
imagining you as a baby; so small, so marble-clean.

We were heading for the country, our first time completely alone together, without the 
bustle of our siblings, our parents, the traffic and crowds of the city. You said it would be 
good to get away before Christmas, before the first snowfall and the clogging of roads. You 
knew a place fifty miles away, a neat spot by a lake where the only movement was the 
sunlight rippling on silvered water. You’d discovered it by accident as a child, orienteering 
for Duke of Edinburgh.

The problem was, you couldn’t locate it on a map. Somehow the haven by the lake had 
become blurred and submerged with the other eager-eyed memories of your boyhood, and 
so we were circling and meandering the beaten tracks of some lost continent that had slid 
out of England’s cartography. Each road led to another in an endless succession of cattle, 
sheep and identikit villages that gleamed in the drizzly twilight like faded postcard images.

We’d stopped, eventually, on a roadside near a copse of pine trees. You needed time to 
think, to consult that map in your mind. You brought out the figs, chewing thoughtfully. I 
got out of the car, after eating, feeling the lash of rain beat upon me. For a while I stood 
there, one hand on the door, the other in the air. I raised my face to an impenetrable sky. 
The droplets collected cold on my pores, made my skin shiny and white. Then I went into 
the boot and drew out two cans of cola. Back inside, the car felt warm and dry, and you 
had the radio on, humming absently.

It’s funny, I’m not quite sure when or where we ended that journey. We kept on driving 
through the night, the petrol gauge dropping closer to red, your car’s high beam flickering 
in and out of exhaustion. Your eyes twitching, you focused on the windscreen, stopping 
only to save the lives of rabbits that had strayed onto the road. And I was so patient, 
mumbling stories to you, or staring into the blank abyss of countryside that surrounded us.

I think we must’ve driven past midnight, before you gave up and stopped. We were at a 
village – one that seemed familiar – and so you pulled up onto a pavement outside a 
grocer’s shop. I guess we slept there -
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until dawn, when we were woken by the sounds of milkmen dragging bottles and farmers 
beeping us as they unloaded their deliveries. I got out of the car in the air that was tinged 
with wood smoke and asked them for directions. They told us how to get home, how to 
get back to the city. No-one had heard of your lake, of that place that existed for you, and 
you alone.

by Maria Sledmere

***
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spectacle, 
gorgeous, 
automobile

13
42! Life, the Universe and Everything 
on the Cathcart Circle.

Glasgow must be the only place in the world where they 
have built two railways that go nowhere. There’s the dinky 
wee subway that has been chasing its own tail under the 
s t reet s o f the Second Ci ty for year s . 
Then there’s the Cathcart Circle, or to give it its Sunday 
name, the Cathcart District Railway where the trains begin 
and end their journey in the cavernous interior of Glasgow 
Central station. The Circle was built to cater for the 
affluent parts of the ‘Sooth Seid’ (Anglice:- South Side) 
There were no stations in the Gorbals or Hutchiesontown. 
In steam days before the age of the automobile dawned, 
special stock was built with a higher proportion of first 
class than usual. The ‘circle’ was a very special railway.

When I p l anned my escape f rom the he l l o f the 
‘Communications department’ at what was then called 
‘Buccanan house’ I found myself as what was then termed a 
‘Traction Trainee’ Appointed to initially the Glasgow south 
Electrics. As I waited for my seniority to build, I found 
myself on the spare links, during which time I worked 
mostly on the ‘Magic Roundabout’ The Shift controller was 
a guy who will remain nameless but was always known as 
Gorgeous George. He had an attitude problem, serious 
B.O. and a pair of moobs that Dolly Parton would be proud 
of. About the kindest thing one could say about Gorgeous 
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George was that he was an unconscious arsehole. Given that he resembled a pregnant 
elephant, some have wondered if he was the inspiration for W.H. Awdrey’s ‘Fat controller’ 
Not that Gorgeous George had the sartorial elegance of sit Topham Hatt, usually he 
looked like an explosion in a rag store.

It was once said that on the occasion of an old firm football match at Ibrox, a much higher 
than usual percentage of SPTE staff would call in sick. Anyone who has worked a Circle 
train when there’s a big match at Hampden will know the feeling. To drive a 303 unit with 
a full load of Rangers supporters giving a lusty rendition of ‘The Sash My Father wore’ 
accompanied by full percussion accompaniment on the bulkhead behind you is quite an 
experience. Same goes for when those loveable louts from the East End were singing 
about Ireland’s favourite sons. At least if it was Partick Thistle’s travelling support, there 
wa s a chance that a l l s e ven o f them wou ld t ra ve l in the back coach .  
Naturally one could get somewhat pissed off by this spectacle but there were ways to 
strike back. You could fail the train somewhere that would guarantee that you would not 
only detain a train of idiots but ensure that no other train would ever make it to Mount 
Florida much before the final whistle.  Naturally that didn’t make you flavour of the 
month with Gorgeous George but got you extra brownie points among your fellow drivers.

On one other occasion, I found myself on a late night train headed not for the circle but 
for Gourock . On that par t i cu la r e ven ing , the Scot t i sh 
National team had been playing another ‘Vital’ match against some country that 
amounted to little more than a speck in the North Atlantic or a hill in Italy. I know not, or 
care less exact l y who they were playing that night only that the result was 
‘Disappointing’ (I.E, they were comprehensively taken apart)but according to the 
(Then)National Coach Andy Roxburgh, It was  ’always going to be a difficult fixture’. 
Anyway, to the action. This particular working was full of kilted idiot with tartan scarves 
and crates of beer. (This before the alcohol ban) They were noisy but no real trouble, 
unlike the Old Firm yobbos who were prone to sundry acts of naughtieness. The only 
problem was that as the 303ʹ′s had no toilets, they had a habit of peeing in empty beer cans 
and throwing them out of the window which could be unpleasant for the guard. 
Anyway, all went well until, pulling away from Port Glasgow, the train came to a 
shuddering halt. Someone had pulled the ‘chain’ the communication device for use in an 
emergency. I took the appropriate action and wound the handbrake on as it was necessary 
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in those days to reset the thing manually. Now the train was stopped on the bridge at the 
end of Port Glasgow station and a slip on leaving the cab here could mean a potentially 
fatal fall to Balflour street below. Gingerly, I climbed to the ballast and walked along with 
my lamp. I identified by the ‘flag’ that the alarm had been pulled in the front coach. Using 
the manual door actuating valve I opened the doors of the rear door. Inside ther was 
s i l ence . The k i l ted ones were muted . 
‘WHO PULLED THE CHAIN?’ I demanded in my most authoritarian voice. I was just 
ever so pissed off. No answer. The guard, Gordon ‘the Greek’ Graham was making his way 
for ward f rom h i s van . 
‘R ight Gordon ! ’ I shouted . ‘Ca l l the po l i s ! ’ 
‘RIGHT! ’ Gordon rep l i ed . 
‘Excuse me? ’ came a t imorous vo ice f rom ones o f the k i l ted ones . 
‘ It wa s me , by the way ! ’ 
‘WHY? ’ I snapped . 
‘Er, My scarf was hanging over it and I pulled it by mistake.’ He said sheepishly.  
‘Well, DON’T hang your scarf over it!’ I growled. ‘That’s not what its for!’ I closed the 
doors again, and reset the mechanism. We continued on our way to Gourock without any 
further incident but most of the kilties had alighted and sidled off into the night by then.

Many years have elapsed since the 303ʹ′s went to the big depot in the sky and even more 
since I ceased my wanderings on the ‘circle’ but I will never forget my days on the ‘Magic 
roundabout’

by Jane Helen Jones

***

The Senator’s Son

It was the day of my 16th birthday that I first saw Perry Delaney, the senator’s son, as he 
screamed by in his signature cream colored Cadillac. The first time I had seen him in the 
flesh, that is.

His face, clear cut and clean shaven with his father’s Puritan chin and his mother’s 
showgirl lips, was splashed across the local papers and the glittering, seedy magazines on 
almost a daily basis. He was really a celebrity, a golden boy who could never put a foot 
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wrong. Even his scandals were perfectly orchestrated – boyish, innocent escapades that 
would have been more conspicuous by their absence. This week cavorting with the 
daughter of a French aristocrat, sipping champagne. The next, a bohemian weekend in San 
Francisco, dressed up in marinier stripes and turned up pants and boat shoes, at ease on 
the cold, foggy beach – his postcard second home.

Today, on my birthday, as I walked home from my tennis date with cousin Belle at three in 
the afternoon, the picture became real. His eyes, a penetrating periwinkle blue, were 
twinkling at me in the rear view mirror, framed by an expensive pair of spectacles that 
gave him an air of intelligence I wasn’t sure he deserved. He only wore them whilst 
driving, anyhow, as far as I could tell. It was a moment, that’s all, but I felt his eyes on me 
all the way home.

Some weeks later I went down to the waterfront, as I always do after church on Sundays, 
and found that the fog was so dense I couldn’t make out the line of the horizon, where the 
sea met the sky. I couldn’t, in fact, see to the end of the pier. I walked out there 
nonetheless, and felt as though I might melt into the mist myself. It was only after several 
steps out into the unknown that I became aware of another figure, and my creaking 
footsteps made it too late to turn back. I went all the way to the end, and put my hands on 
the cold chain fence. My eyes demanded to look at the other figure, draped in cold fog. At 
the same time, he turned to me.

‘Hello, Miss Rosenberg.’

I started, gripped the chain tight and felt my fingers freeze.

‘Good afternoon.’ I said. And then, ‘you know my name?’

‘Only your surname, I’m afraid. I know your father. My father knows your father.’

‘Luanne.’ I told him.

‘Perry.’ He extended a hand. I knew, of course I knew. But I took the warm hand that was 
offered, feeling guilty for freezing it with my touch. He smiled.

‘Would you like a ride home, Luanne?’

He kissed me in the white Cadillac. I never heard the camera click. I didn’t notice the 
flash reflect on the car’s silver bones. I was already in love, dazzled by the presence of this 
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perfect male doll who was holding me in his cashmere arms. But a few days later, I saw the 
picture. My father and mother saw it first, which was worse. I wasn’t allowed out of the 
house for a month at least. Which is why I never saw the next front page – the next Perry 
Delaney scandal. And this time, it was a real scandal. A dangerous one.

Photographed on a hotel balcony, grappling, wrestling almost, half-dressed, with an Italian 
– they used the word gigolo – called Bruno something, or something Bruno. That was the 
last time I saw Perry Delaney, the former Senator’s son.

by Rachel Norris

***
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forest, 
medieval, 
sunrise

14
Embers

On television we watched the forest fires blaze across 
Australia. We wondered how something so intangible could 
catch so quick. Desperate for understanding, we put our 
hands through the yellow tongues that licked the top of 
bunsen burners in science class, but nothing happened. 
That evening I sat alone, watching the smouldering coals 
die quietly in the fire. When you came up later to see me, 
we kneeled again in front of the flickering images, oblivious 
to the shadows that billowed on the wall.

You said you wanted to touch earth, to breathe the metallic 
scratch of smoke.

We were thousands of miles from the fires, but driving in 
your father’s car we felt the energy surge beneath the tyres. 
It was so cold, so frostily cold that night when we camped 
in the forest. We sat up in that clearing we found, resisting 
the urge to sleep in the car, sharing our only blanket. We’d 
built a crap fire, with childlike flames and incessant spits of 
woodspark. We’d jump as every moment or so another 
crackle would pierce the dark. Your bare hand was violet 
and cool on my arm. I wouldn’t look in your face, for fear of 
realisation. We talked little, watched a lot. The fire burnt 
out before us, giving itself up to the misted damp of rain. 
Among charcoal spots, in the darkness, I saw glows of 
amber fade.
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In the middle of the night, I got up to smoke cigarettes in the forest depths, tripping over 
branches and roots in the darkness. I scorched a small blackish circle on my thumb with 
my lighter. I was going to show you it, later. This place was perfectly void, except for the 
pine scent and owl calls. I inhaled each drag as if I were in the fires, sucking in a vaporous 
death. When I finally got back to you, you were frozen and shaking. Your eyes rolled to 
the moon and flashed like irises, whiter than white. Everything was going to be alright, I 
kept saying, relishing those silver tears. In silence we held pure fear. Under the stars, in the 
undergrowth, we curled together like fledglings without their mother.

In the morning we rose numbly, our bodies taut with confusion. You took me to the forest 
edge to watch the sunrise, the blazing pools spilt over the horizon. We tried to speak, to 
make sense, but we could only let out sighs.

I think we were missing television.

by Maria Sledmere

The Elect of Six

At first I wore the Lovat Green and it suited me very well. Tonight I was wearing an 
a l together d i f fe rent shade o f g reen . 
Darkness. Dank, damp, cold, all enclosing darkness. The smell of pine needles scents the 
air. The forest floor is quiet. Not silent but quiet. Silently I indicate to my five companions 
to move forward. We are toting SA80ʹ′s and light kit. Slowly we move through the trees, 
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rac ing a ga ins t t ime . Wear y, co ld and hungr y we pres s on . 
I shine my torch onto my compass to check our bearings. The light glints on a bayonet. I 
look at my watch. Time is not on our side, the sands are rapidly running out.  
We are on the right bearing and once more we move silently through the forest floor. 
Branches brush our faces, creatures scurry across our path in the dark. Then we see the 
first signs of light in the distance, beyond the tree line. Can we make it in time? I check 
my watch again. We must make haste. Then, we smell it, the smells of habitation. We are 
nearing our destination. Close to the forest clearing we seek. Silently we move in the 
direction of the odour. AS we approach, we see him, standing alone, his back to us. He 
wears a white hat and he scans the view for anyone approaching. He is alert, waiting, he 
knows we are coming. We advance silently out of the trees towards him. He turns, raising 
the implement he ho lds in h i s hand . As we approach , he speaks . 
‘Hurry up ya auld tarts, ye nearly missed breakfast!’

by Jane Helen Jones
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Valentines, 
chocolate, 
dreams

15
Night Eating

So I have this problem the doctors call ‘Night Eating 
Syndrome’. Every evening, about eight, I start getting the 
shakes. I might be in the bath, in the pub, at my desk. They 
start deep in my belly, then shiver all cold throughout my 
body. Everything goes numb and strange. It makes me want 
to stand in an empty room and scream, because there’s 
nothing I can do to make it go away. And in an empty room, 
without food, maybe my dumb body would be forced to 
change.

It starts when my flatmates have all gone to bed, probably 
to watch porn or Match of the Day. I pace my room, 
counting the clock’s every tick. I’ll sit in bed with my 
laptop, flicking through distractions. I put on something 
vapid and stupid, like The Inbetweeners, sometimes even 
shitey reruns of The Jeremy Kyle Show, downloaded illegally 
from some American website, where they have subtitles for 
when the people on it are Scottish or Northerners. I don’t 
really watch or listen. It’s like my eyes bathe in the screen, 
sink into a sea of shimmering pixels. I don’t remember 
anything.

 This doesn’t last very long, and soon I’m up again, pacing. 
I check the morning alarm’s set for seven. I take out my 
work clothes from the wardrobe, double check they’re all 
ironed and neatly folded. I take out my Blackberry and 
scroll through emails, but my replies to clients can wait till 
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morning. I just want to know what they’re saying. I’ll do the same on Twitter, my eyes 
glazing down the slipping timeline. It’s all shit; all words spewed up by idiots out drinking, 
ranting about their girlfriends, or lack of. I suppose it’s Valentine’s Day – or at least, the 
fag end of Valentine’s Day – but it all seems the same.

Then I’ll strip down to my boxers and get back into bed. I’ll lie awake tossing for an hour 
in the blueish darkness, with the digital clock filling the room with its glow, like bones 
through an x-ray. Then the shakes are back and I’m up again, at the window now, lighting a 
cigarette. I blow smoke into the lukewarm night, where the sky’s always the colour of 
burnt umber, of light pollution. Two cigarettes later and with the nicotine my shakes are in 
fusion; an emanating, waiting game in my stomach.

I sneak through to the kitchen in my slippers, watching for mice as the bare bulb 
illuminates the room. I’m at the fridge within seconds, clawing at carbs: yesterday’s 
leftover pasta, hunks of cheese, donuts.   Just a great shuddering loveliness of sugar and 
fat and salt. I’m barely aware I’m doing it; it’s like an inertia takes hold of me and I’m 
falling without stopping, and all I can do is eat, eat, eat – there’s no alternative, just this 
void of hunger, this flame that smoulders and hollows me. I move onto the cupboards, 
stuffing handfuls of cereal in my mouth: bran flakes, Cheerios, my flatmate’s muesli (he’s a 
health freak, obviously). Packets of crisps: cheese and onion, ready salted. Crackers with 
lumps of Nutella, white bread rolled up into a ball that’s soft and dissolves in my throat. I 
can’t get anything down quick enough, and I’m foraging so fast it feels like vertigo.

 I step back to look at the mess. I clear up crumbs, wipe surfaces. The trick is to leave no 
traces.

But it’s not enough, never enough. The sleep dangles tantalisingly over me; I know that if I 
get a little more, it will come to me, silky and smooth as a mother’s touch, a loving death. 
There is only one thing left. I know what I need: chocolate.

There’s a 24 hour store five minutes walk away. It’s three in the morning, and the 
moonlight pours down all cold and white on the deserted street. I focus on something 
other than my craving. I think of all the lovers, returning home from nightclubs after 
candlelit dinners. The thought sickens me. My appetite quickens, lurches. With each step 
I feel the mass of what I’ve eaten churn in my stomach like acid bubbling among debris. 
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When I get to the shop, tossing five bars of 120g Cadbury’s on the counter, the little old 
man glares at me with suspicion.

I’m gobbling them even before I get back to the house, tossing away the glossy purple 
wrappers. The combination of sugar and cocoa and vegetable fat is absolute perfection, a 
dreamy, delicious relaxant. I close the door quietly behind me and rush to my room; 
someone’s in the kitchen. As I munch the rest of the chocolate – Caramel, Whole Nut, 
Turkish Delight, Crunchie Bite – I’m not thinking about tomorrow’s guilt, the brain fog 
and lethargy that burns worse than any hangover; I’m thinking about that heavenly empire 
that’s about to enfold me, that ether of absence they call sleep. It’s round about now that 
the shakes go away, and I’m finally ready to imagine.

by Maria Sledmere

***

Valentine Verdict

The jury were like dominos.  I felt like if I said one more word, the guy on the left would 
come crashing down in shock and disgust, right into his opponent.  She would fall 
sideways into the man with the squashed nose, and so it would go on.  There would be a 
pile of fallen, beaten objects.  That’s what I wanted, but of course, these were humans, 
and this wasn’t a game.

“Could you take us through the events of the night of February the fourteenth?”

Could I take them through? Of course! I could see it all.  It was like having my own 
personal TV station.  Only one programme though, and I couldn’t switch it off at night.

The screen flickered, the music started—some punk rock anthem that fits with these 
things—and the show started.  I walked slowly, listening to my shoes as they taped a 
gentle warning on the pavement.  A warning that was not heeded.  The door was open, 
I couldn’t believe my luck.  Or more aptly, his unluck.  I suppose he had left it unlocked 
in preparation for her coming home.  If he had had to let her in, it may have spoiled the 
surprise.  She would smell the fain wafts of pie, see a flicker of candle light, step on a 
rose, and all this before the timing was right, moment perfect.  My moment.
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I walked in, leaving the door swinging behind me.  Why close it? I wasn’t staying long. 
 I could hear him humming in the kitchen, some low, tuneless drone, but happy.  Yes, 
happy.

I walked along the bright hallway that I knew so well.  Every step a familiar tread, a 
section in the road to my past.  The kitchen door was ajar.  I pushed it gently; I knew it 
would not creak.  It never did.

He stood over a pot, stirring and singing, and probably smiling.  I’m not sure.  I saw his 
back.  Although, when I reached around him with both arms and slit his throat in one 
clean swoop, the frozen grimace seemed to have been born from a smile.  I remember his 
eyes, crystal-blue and beautiful.  Quite an attraction, I would imagine.

I heard the blood begin to spitter-spatter, and I turned to go, holding my knife out in 
front of me.  I met her coming in: I had timed it perfectly.  I smiled at her.  She 
glanced at me, at the knife.  She ran into the kitchen, and her screams began to pierce my 
ears like injections.  She kept asking me why, why, why.  I would have thought it was 
obvious.  I had to have her as my valentine.

“I went for a walk,” I started, my voice echoing through the courtroom, the gazes of the 
jury as avid as if I were the hero, reciting the final speech of his tragedy.

by Sarah McLean
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Slenderman, 
artery, apple

16
Facelessness

Dear Deidre , 
I’m tall, ungainly  and I have no face. I never thought this 
was a problem until recently. I believed being faceless was 
great, I said what I wanted and did what I wanted without 
repercussion, completely unidentifiable. But now, my 
thoughts are troubled by dreams of doing something more 
meaningful, something more long lasting. I wish to start a 
f a m i l y.  
It feels selfish, wanting so badly to bring a child into this 
world, my faceless world, where happiness can not be 
shared through a smile. Where sympathy cannot be felt 
though tears. Where the emotions that permeate your 
heart are locked within the walls of your veins and arteries! 
Flailing arms, it turns out, are no replacement for the 
subtlety of countenances. Please Deidre, how do I become 
f a c e f u l l ? 
Yours Tr u l y, 
Anonymous.

by ?????

***
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...Slenderman?

Something happened to Lucy, that night when her mother was ill in bed and she had taken 
advantage by staying up late. It was the last night that Lucy ever played video games 
before going to sleep. Even to think of it now made her brain quiver. It was one of those 
things that jarred with reality, that provoked a repulsion so strong that it made Lucy too 
dizzy to think at all.

She’d been drinking perhaps too much coca cola, creeping downstairs every half an hour or 
so to grab another can from the crate they kept in the fridge. Upstairs, she’d built a kind of 
den for herself: underneath the window, where she could get a nice cool breeze, Lucy had 
propped up various bits of furniture from which she’d draped her duvet. In total darkness, 
she sat under this mini fortress, her eyes glued to the small light of her gameboy.

Lucy never let a soul know what game she was playing. She kept the little cartridges 
stacked safely in a metal tin disguised as a money safe. There was no real lock, but the 
appearance of one was enough to keep nosy parents and friends out. She played with 
headphones plugged into her ears, blocking out the steady bass of the music next door, the 
quiet roars of passing cars, the yelps of neighbours’ dogs.

The scene her character was navigating was a small town, with the seeming charm of twee, 
of pastel-coated innocence. The houses were all shades of soft purple, peach, yellow and 
green. Fingers guiding buttons, Lucy directed her character around, looking for coins, 
asking the locals various questions. There were strange creatures in the woods, they 
mused, with their voices casting a rippling of pixels across the screen and down Lucy’s 
headphones. She smiled with delight as she left the town behind to enter the forest.

The game entered a more in-depth, three-dimensional perspective. The trees acquired an 
uncannily realistic texture, stretching to the heights of an unseen canopy. Greyish mist 
haunted the landscape, so that through the eyes of her character (whose viewpoint Lucy’s 
gameplay had now assumed) much of the world appeared blurred and slow, as if the game 
occasionally glitched, shuddering in momentary incompetence. As she began to navigate 
this new terrain, still thinking of the town’s sweetness and the words of its people, Lucy 
began to feel rather unsettled. It was a bit too dreamlike. Things shimmered at the edge of 

78



her vision… the screen itself seemed occasionally to shake. There was the constant threat 
of breakdown, of interrupted play. Small bursts of light provided the only guidance, in 
trails of whiteness that flickered through trees.

Anyone walking into Lucy’s room at that moment would’ve seen nothing but darkness, 
and a weirdish glow punctuated by two dark dots that were her eyes. The luminesce of her 
face reflecting the screen.

After what could’ve been hours, Lucy decided to leave the forest, having found nothing 
but a few coins for her inventory. She wasn’t sure what direction she was going in; she was 
following winding paths that seemed different as the light glimmered between grey and 
green and white. She heard her mother coughing in her sleep down the corridor. 
Eventually, she was back in the town; only this time it wasn’t quite the same.

Fizzling through the headphones was an eerie, dissonant music, that started quietly at first 
then intensified as she walked around. High tones clashed with atonal, crackling notes that 
jarred startlingly in distortion. With its colourful houses and shopfronts, the town was like 
a kind of haunted Balamory. What’s more, whereas before townsfolk had been scattered 
about like wandering sheep, now there wasn’t a figure in sight. All was barren, deserted, a 
bare sheen. Sometimes, patches of the environment dissolved and became indistinct, 
reduced to a shape of shifting pixels. Shadows appeared out of nowhere, even where there 
were no trees or buildings to cast them. They stretched in lines in front of her, then 
disappeared altogether.

Lucy took a sip of coke, felt its saccharine acid glisten in her gullet.

While she had taken a momentary break from gameplay, she had left her character 
standing in the middle of the town green – a circular patch of flat colour that lay in its 
centre. In the green, the discordant music had grown more intense, so that Lucy even had 
to remove one of her headphones. She was unsure of what to do next. It was too late to 
sneak onto the computer downstairs, and look up a walkthrough on the internet.

That was when it happened. Lucy felt her whole vision swallowed in shadow. The screen of 
her gameboy seemed to scream at her, as the music melted into one long high-pitched 
note, and the town scene flashed between black and white. A spillage of symbols appeared 
across the screen, in what looked like Japanese mixed with computer code and 
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exclamation marks. Lucy’s heart was racing, her brain hot with confusion. The thought of 
it made her want to vomit. She snapped shut the lid of her gameboy.

But then there was only total darkness. It was too dark even to scrabble for a lamp; if she 
upended any of the furniture it might crash and awaken her sick mother.

So she flipped open the lid again. The town scene was restored to normal, as if she had 
imagined its momentary rupture. She was no longer in the first person perspective; she 
could see objectively the figure of her character. But that was when she saw it. Appearing 
at first in the distance, a small black shadow approaching Lucy’s avatar, it grew closer; and 
as it did so, the gameplay switched inexplicably back to first person view. The buttons had 
stopped working; no matter how much Lucy clicked A, B, Start or Select, nothing 
happened – her character wasn’t for moving.

Like a sinuous figure emerging from the forest, the black shadow stood out starkly against 
the pastel-coloured houses. Was it coming towards her? It was coming towards her! It was 
a completely unrecognisable figure – she’d never seen it before on the game’s packaging, or 
on the numerous websites dedicated to it online. It was tall, very long-limbed…clad in 
what could be a…black suit? She wanted to walk closer, to see its face, to work out what it 
was – a glitch, an error of design? Something that was accidentally built into the game play, 
like Pokemon’s Missingno? A random, misplaced fragment of code?

She didn’t know, she didn’t know. She couldn’t walk away; neither could she walk close. 
The sight of its strange, abject, unstable presence became too much. She slammed the lid 
of her gameboy, waiting for its horrid soundscape to be silenced. In fact, she was so caught 
in terror that she threw it across the room.

But even then, alone under her duvet in her room, she could still hear the haunting 
melody. Carefully, her whole soul submerged in horror, she grappled with the framework of 
her den until she could stand with her head out of the window. She breathed in the cool 
night air, trying to think clearly – felt its freshness sear all the way up her arteries, her 
nerves trembling with fear and caffeine.

And that was when she saw it again: the slippery, elastic shadow of a man staring up at her 
from her neighbour’s garden, his face blank like the surface of the moon.

by Maria Sledmere
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marriage, 
regret, 
cocktails

17
A Shot in Negative

The cigarette sizzles out as you stub it into the ashtray. It’s 
a perfect array of geometric shapes, diamonds and triangles 
cut into glass, facets catching the living room light. An 
object from the past: someone bought it for us on our 
wedding day. Was it then a piece of the future, with its 
prayer emblazoned on the bottom: Made in America…?

And it’s like that time when we were teenagers, hiding 
inside from the rain, too hungover to speak. Only, 
everything’s glossy now, or glossier at least; there’s the 
panelled mirrors, the teacups, the black metallic fridge, the 
magazines. The cabs we catch into town, the bars we go to 
drink. No more house parties, or guzzling cider in the hay 
shed of your best friend’s farm. As you sit on our plush 
couch, watching me steadily, clutching a clumsily-mixed 
martini, I feel the same as I did when I was eighteen. It’s 
just for a moment: that brief fracture of reality where 
something glows within me and with every second I’m 
consuming every multicoloured memory.

We’re waiting to go out. I’m at my vanity table, with the 
tools of my art scattered around me. Chalk sticks, shadows, 
blemish-concealers, creams, mascara, pencils, palettes of 
every colour. I finish each curl of my lashes with indulgent 
flourish. The last pleasures of middle age. You speak static 
as I comb my hair, pulling mother-of-pearl teeth through 
silvering, thinning locks. You’re never impatient; you let 
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time wallow in you as you wallow in it. As I complete my appearance, I sip from a large 
glass of Pinot Grigio, relishing the smack of dry wine on my lips.

I pick up a cigarette, tainting it with a cherry-coated kiss. As I inhale, I sense the riddles. 
There you are with your iPhone.

“A nice photo, love, for Facebook,” you say, nudging your face into the shot, fiddling with a 
nostalgic black and white filter. You make sure the camera knows the logo on your tshirt. 
As the simulated shutter sound clicks, I blow out my smoke. Our faces cloud permanently 
with these greyish wisps. As we lock up the flat and head out, I’m already anticipating your 
every remark.

Arm in arm walking, later on, down the high street, under the insistent blistering of neon, 
the cries of buskers haunting in repeat. You in your River Island suit, me awkward in heels; 
I with the artificially-widened eyes. The endless proliferation of signs. This is just another 
moment.

With every drink, we’re closer to what went before. At a shiny bar I await my Black 
Tartan, while you are in the toilet, maybe fucking her or doing lines. I’ll go outside, ten 
minutes later, and vomit over the pavement. Wait a moment. I’ll tap a fag off some 
homeless person, and we’ll stand in the rain sucking in smoke, thinking there won’t be 
many more of these moments. Thinking maybe this is it, all of it, and you’re just another 
bloke.

by Maria Sledmere
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surreal, fight
18

The Bogie Man

Near the quiet little East Sussex town of Cottleston, There 
lay a substantial house that had fallen upon hard times. 
Once one of the two Manor houses that held the superiors 
of the district, the Manor of Wester cottleston had been 
ceded to the Superior of Easter Cottleston on account of 
being entailed to ‘Heirs Male’. The Squire of Easter 
Cottleston being first cousin to the Squire of Wester 
Cott les ton who pa ssed without produc ing a son . 
The house, not large by standards of the area, being then 
surplus to requirements was sold off. First to a noveau rich 
northern industrialist with pretentions of grandeur. Then 
when he was declared bankrupt to a hotelier who created a 
‘Luxur y countr y retreat for the seriously wealthy. ’  
Then, in 1939 with some Austrian git causing trouble on a 
grand scale on the Continent, it was taken over by the RAF 
and became an officers mess for the Fighter command 
Sta t ion a t Di tch l ing . 
Now, at the opening of the swinging sixties, it had been 
empty since the departure of the Air Force in 1948. Slowly, 
the old house had deteriorated. All attempts to sell it had 
fallen by the wayside. This wasn’t helped by the fact that it 
was now a category ‘A’ listed building meaning that 
demolition would not be easily achieved. The old house 
f e s t e r e d .  
Now, in the little town of Cottleston, actually five miles to 
the east, There were stories and legends about the old 
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place. Hauntings, spirits of the old family who walked the floors at night. Even ridiculous 
ta l e s o f vampires and zombies . 
Then there were the old servants. Even a modest house needed an army of serving people. 
Upstairs maids, downstairs maids, chamber maids, kitchen maids, scullery maids, First 
footmen, second footmen, coachmen, groundsmen, gardeners, cook, housekeeper, butler. 
Most had passed on but there remained in the sixties a handful of old women who could 
tell stories about starting in service there as children. They would recount as well as feeble 
memor y cou ld reca l l the l i f e and t imes o f the o ld house .  
One thing that they all spoke about was the crystal Chandelier in the ballroom. Bought 
from France in 1908 when electricity was in its infancy,. it was talked about all over the old 
county o f Sussex . 
Now there lived in Cottleston a couple of ner-do-wells  Billy Finch and Joe Nedwell. Billy 
and Joe had criminal records as long as your arm. Never for anything particularly serious. 
Often really because they were stupid and in the habit of concocting ever dafter schemes 
for the perfect crime. Inevitably, the legend of the crystal Chandelier drew them like a 
moth i s d rawn to a f l ame . 
One dark night they took Billy’s old Bedford CA van and headed along the country roads 
towards Westmea ston . 
‘Ere.’ Joe indicated. ‘Up this lane ‘ere.’ Billy turned off the road. The clock of Westmeaston 
church wa s ch iming midn ight a s they dro ve a long the l ane .  
‘R ight , ’ Joe sa id . ind icat ing a pa i r o f wrought Iron gates .  
‘D id you br ing the bo l t cut ter s ? ’ 
‘Yeah , ’ Joe re sponded and he ld the implement up . 
‘Get the ga tes open and back ‘e re smar t i sh . ’ 
‘Ok, billy, keep your hair on me old son.’ And Joe slid the door of the van open and 
disappeared into the dark he reappeared in the headlamp’s beam. Billy watched him cut 
the r us t ing cha in , open the ga te and scur r y back to the van .  
‘Quick b i l l y, be fore the Ole B i l l s ees us . ’ B i l l y d ro ve into the ga te .  
‘C lose i t . ’ he to ld Joe . 
‘ W h y ? ’ 
‘In case the Old Bill happens to pass, and being nosey buggers by nature, might just 
wonder whats go ing on . ’ 
‘Oh,ok!’ Joe returned and closed the gate.
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Billy drove up the overgrown driveway. He stopped the van in front of the house beside 
the ma ss ive f ront door. 
‘Got the j emmy Joe? ’ 
‘R ight here . ’ 
‘Nip up and get the door open.’ Billy looked around as his compadre seen to the door. The 
g rounds o f the house were tota l l y o vergrown.  
‘You done yet ? ’ he a sked Joe .  
‘Door wa s open . ’ Joe sa id . 
‘OPEN? ’ An unea sy fee l ing came to B i l l y. 
‘Yeah … open’ 
‘ B u s t e d ? ’  
‘No s igns . ’ 
‘Right,’ Billy came up to the door. He shone his lamp on the jamb. No sign of a forced 
ent r y. ‘He ind icated to Joe . 
‘In, and keep quiet. Keep your ears open.’ Billy pushed the door open and led the way in. 
Inside lay a magnificent hallway with a flight of marble stairs of which Busby Berkerley 
wou ld ha ve been proud . 
‘Let s f ind th i s ba l l room. ’ B i l l y s a id , a c reepy fee l ing enve lop ing h im.  
‘Where i s i t ? ’ Joe a sked . 
‘How the hell should I know.’ Billy snapped. ‘D’you think I hung about these places?’  
‘No, I dare say not. What about here?’ Joe pointed to big double doors. Billy pushed the 
door open and shone his torch in, The beam glinted on the fabled Chandelier. Shrouded in 
decades o f cobwebs . 
‘That w i l l make us r i ch me boy. ’ B i l l y s a id .  
‘How we gonna get i t down? ’ 
‘Not ton ight Joe , we need equ ipment for that . ’ He paused . 
‘What wa s that ? ’ 
‘What B i l l y ? ’ 
‘ I thought I heard a no i se . ’ 
‘Ne ver heard noth ing B i l l y ’ 
‘Must ha ve been my ima g inat ion , l e t s go . ’  
‘Where B i l l y ? ’ 
‘Upstairs to find where this chandelier is hung from so as we can be in and out pronto next 
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t i m e . ’ 
‘OH!’ Joe nodded.

B i l l y l ed the way up the marb le s ta i rca se to the f i r s t f loor.  
‘Here!’ He indicated. shining his torch at a door. They entered the room. an ancient four 
poster bed stood in the middle dressers against the wall and a huge wardrobe. 
‘Either here or next door. We’ll have to get some floorboards up. You got the jemmy?’  
‘Er … must ha ve l e f t i t downsta i r s . ’ 
‘You foo l you ! Go get i t , and don’t be long ! ’ 
‘OK Billy.’

‘Billy stood in the room alone. Suddenly he felt VERY uneasy. He decided to go down to 
the hall as well. as he was turning to go, he heard a creek. He turned and fancied that he 
had seen the wardrobe door move. Part of him wanted to run away from that place as 
quickly as he could. another part of him drew him to the wardrobe. Slowly he walked to 
the wardrobe, the beam from his torch trained on the door. He reached for the handle … 
Before his hand could even touch the handle, the door flew open in his face knocking him 
to the floor. The torch rolled beneath the bed leaving the room in darkness. Something 
dres sed in whi te had jumped onto h im. he fought wi th i t on the f loor. 
‘JOE!’ He screamed. but his companion didn’t come. Still the white clad assailant fought. 
Still Billy struggled. He scrambled to his feet and ran to the door but the fiend grabbed 
him by the ankle causing him to trip and fall. Again he struggled to his feet. This time he 
made the door. As he ran into the hall something hit him. He lost consciousness instantly. 
Seconds l a te r, the l i ghts came on in the l and ing . 
‘Who i s he? ’ The man in whi te a sked Joe . 
‘No one o f any consequence Father. ’ Joe rep l i ed . 
‘Put him with the rest, We’ll deal with him later. And get rid of his van … ‘

by Jane Helen Jones

***
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Purgatory Forest

The puddles were deep and frequent. Hidden in the snarling hold of the trees roots each 
one gave a view into the life of another. Their depths portrayed a moving picture, one of 
family life, love or loneliness, the emptiness of the abandoned, either human or home. I 
had to find the one for me. Looking down into one I saw a man, old, decrepit, sitting 
alone talking to the chair that sat facing him, its posture straight and tall in contrast to his 
hunched softness. He began to shake and tears fell. I moved on to the next.

The view from this one was different, no longer a window looking across, but cut from 
above. I looked down on the scene below as a woman threw a plate across the room, the 
contents spread across the wall and floor as it flew then crumbled on contact with the 
wall. The man across from her ducked and then barreled forward, pinning the woman 
down, her mouth open in a silent scream. Should I jump in? Intervene? No. I could only 
watch. I couldn’t touch the lives of the living.

This puddle was far deeper than the last, its murky waters not allowing a clear view to the 
room beyond. I clung onto the roots that surrounded its edges and lowered my face 
towards the surface. As I touched the water the glass sheen broke and pulled me further 
in, my head protruding from the floorboards. The room smelt of dust and death. A 
chandelier hung from the ceiling, its crystals strung together with cobwebs. This was it, 
the room for me. I let the water pull me in and I rose through the floor into my heaven.

by Emma Shenton

***

Centipede Sleep

I always see centipedes in my sleep. Legs all multiplying all creeping crawling feather-light 
tickle on my skin as I sleep, all tiny little legs a million filaments prickling like electric 
thread, yes, centipedes in my sleep. Do I dream? I think I dream of centipedes. I wake up 
and see them all over me. Black shiny smooth as wine-gums creepy crawling over my 
sheets. See the rivulets down their back, shift like metal discs as they move. As they shift 
and slink. Flash yellow as I blink. Darkness swallows them then they’re gone. Go back to 
sleep.
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more centipedes. Breed in the blackness. Beady eyes always sneaking and scanning and 
looking for meat. They say they’re drawn to the dead; like the reek and stench of rotting 
flesh. Maybe that’s why they catch me in my sleep. Feelers all over me, feel the little black 
threads brushing my lashes my lips my feet. Shiver, shiver, shake them all off of me. 
Horrid, scrambling and falling off me all wormlike snakelike horrific beasts. Join up against 
me, merge into one; black beef of their bodies bleeding together, disgusting slime of goopy 
inklike sludge, all centipede meat melted to dirt. Seeping towards me; watch as I blink. 
Can’t escape the way it sinks around the body like blood, drains into the flesh. The 
grossness of earth. Can’t fight it, just a mass of black, a foul-smelling dripping insect 
attack; the meat, the putrid mold of melting meat-

wake to my a l a rm c lock , hea ven sent the l i ght so I can get up br ight  
away from centipedes.

by Maria Sledmere
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a meeting of 
strangers, 
solitude

19
Flash

Cold polished concrete, hard on my feet. Walk in rain, 
diseased July. Imagine the pallor of the children’s faces, 
shivering waiting at the station.

The sign repainted: deep bottle green. Colour of restful 
indulgence, forests, rebirth. Gold letters, not a single one 
missing. Must be for the tourists.

That girl’s skirt all silk and egg-shell blue, the soft white of 
feathered thighs. Not cold, not now in July. A scarf round 
her neck. Follow her to the station, maybe. Not today.

Clock chimes. We’re not in Edinburgh; I don’t know the 
clock. Is there a clock? No guns to go off every hour. I 
think of what she’s thinking. Shiny plastic bag in her hand; 
full of what? Clothes or shoes or…apples, perhaps? Sweeps 
the hair back, contains it in an alice band. Isn’t that what 
they call it? Satin, red. Gleams. A gift from a lover? No, too 
young. Her father. See how it catches the greyish light.

Train’s not due in for another half hour. Go sit at the 
station, get out of the rain. Could do with an umbrella; 
never pleasant having that melted wet on your face. What 
soul, what soul is out there? People bumping into one 
another, huffing. Will follow her to the station; no. I’m 
going to the station. Pick up my ticket. Anyway.

Busy here, people coming shopping I suppose. All in bad 
mood from the weather. They’re not dressed for it. Sit on 
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the stiff seats, made of rusted metal. Could do with having them painted over. Still, it’s the 
shell that counts. Feel like I’m hungry; maybe I’ll go to Marks. It’s green on their sign, like 
always. Green.

So awfully busy in there! The old women with their baskets. Shrivelled eyes like devils. 
Buying tissues and mints and bread in thin slices. A young man helps me at the checkout, 
poor lad with scarlet acne spotting his face. I go back to my seat, take the orange out of 
my carrier bag. It’s thick-skinned. The nail penetrates and releases sweet oil. I listen to the 
rustling voices. Skim back slips of tough peel, drop them to the dirty floor, for the pigeons. 
Biodegradable, the grandson once said.

Bells chime again. I bite into an orange slice. Bitter – very bitter! Another fifteen minutes 
till the train. Wonder about that thing in the newspaper this morning, the piece about the 
poor dead –

that her?! The girl again! I watch her walk in. So she was going to the station. Slip of silk, 
blue skirt against the white-walled background. Always right; uncanny powers of 
prediction. Clueless little thing, looking all about. Quite doll-like. Watch her as she floats 
about. Fruit juice sticky round the lips, sour scent stuck to fingertips. Wonder where she’s 
off to. Going home, I suspect. With that bag of hers. The pigeon comes and nibbles round 
my feet; hope it won’t shit on my shoes. Margaret only polished them the other day, when 
she came to take the old blood pressure…

She disappears for a bit, probably in to get her ticket. Maybe the toilet. White face 
smooth as a shell looking in the mirror to put on her lipstick. When I catch that flash of 
blue again she’s in the middle, staring up at the screen. All flickering; can’t focus it for my 
eyes. Two minutes till the next clock chime. Must get ready for my train. What platform?

The bell tolls and suddenly she’s jumping up and down – curious child. Recognises 
someone, I bet. Must get to my train. Yes. What platform? Sure enough, some man…yes, 
coming towards her. A lover, perhaps? wearing a suit? never know… I go through the 
barrier, turn around. About to see them together, in contact; one story in hold, one first 
embrace. Time, time’s like that; leaves you alone. Bite the last orange slice in my mouth, 
that sting in my throat. Turn round. They’re gone.

by Maria Sledmere
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The Heilandman’s Umbrella

When Donald John MacVicar first came from the islands, he landed at the Broomielaw. 
He found himself in the Green Place out of work, out of money prospects bleak and with 
hard l y a word o f Eng l i sh , he wa lked in so l i tude among s t rangers .  
He wandered the streets of the second city in search of employment. He had found 
lodgings with an island caileach and would take the tram into the city centre every day to 
seek out a job. One day someone told him that the railway was taking on men at the 
central. Donald John alighted from a 23 tram at the Union street-Argyle Street intersection 
and walked along beneath the station where the shops were in perpetual night. He walked 
through the g loom. 
‘La tha math . ’ 
‘La tha math , dhut fhe in . ’ 
‘C iamar a that thu? ’ 
‘Tha gu math , t apadh l ea t ? ’ 
‘Chan e i l dona , Tapadh l ea t . ’ 
Donald John stopped. Someone was talking the language of the Garden of Eden.’He 
tur ned to f ind the speakers . Two men were s tand ing a ga ins t the wa l l . 
‘Gabh mo Le i sgeu l , co a s a tha thu? ’ He a sked . 
‘Na h -e i l eanan , Co a s a tha in ig thu? ’ The man rep l i ed . 
‘ S ann a s na h -e i l eanan . ’  
‘Failte d’on Glaschu … ‘

Donald John had discovered the ‘Heilandman’s Umbrella.

by Jane Helen Jones

91



92



93



94



plum, barbed 
wire, ribbon

20
The Plum Tree

They tied the box with a bright red ribbon.

It was small and doll-size, like it would hold a hat for a 
childhod play thing. Held delicately between the fingertips 
of two small young children it was carried through the quiet 
hall, up the stairs and onto the dais. Once there it was 
placed on the plinth and left. The priest said a brief 
farewell, then the children left. The priest left.

Leaving the small box to the silence of the hall.

The next morning a crow flew in and landed on the box. It 
teased open the bow of the ribbon with careful precise 
movements of his beak – then tucked this in his satchel. 
Alone and unseen he replaced the ribbon with a piece of 
barbed wire, then stole away while the sun was still young.

Later that day a girl pricked her finger on the barbed wire 
and succumbed to a deep sleep. In her dreams she was 
taken up on clouds like white gossamer and silk into 
heaven, and shown where the hearts of the good people are 
kept. In tiny jars they line the rows of the shelves of the 
Great White Palace, tended to by a hundred arc-angels, all 
smiling all day long.

When she awoke again she found she had in her hands a 
plum stone, round and with a pointed end. The priest 
wanted to take it off her, but the girl refused. Instead she 
kept it, then took it home once they had burnt the box.
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She planted it in her back garden. And tended it, and fed it for years. And when the plum 
tree grew it had branches that looked like wires with barbs, and the flowers had bright red 
flowers that looked like frayed ribbons.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***

Magic Ribbons

They clenched tight, holding her head in their vice-like grip, twisting knots of pain and 
rage, each trying to out-pull the other.  She could feel her eyes prickling, and a vein in her 
forehead of pulsing its indignation.

“You look gorgeous,” crooned the hateful woman that had given birth to her, securing the 
last grey bobble, “and it’ll keep your hair so neat.  You probably won’t ! to wash it when 
you get back from school this afternoon.”

Bonnie tugged hard on one of the twisted monsters, and felt it wrench her hair straight 
back.

“I hate them!” she shrieked, “they’re ugly and sore and horrible!”

“Don’t be silly,” her mother said, holding out her coat for Bonnie to put her arms in, “plaits 
are all the rage for kids nowadays.  Besides, you really suit them.”

“No!” Bonnie wailed, pushing the coat away and stamping her foot, “take them out!”

“Come on, Bonnie, just give them a try.”

“But they’re pulling my head off !”

“Wait and see.  By breaktime, you’ll not know they’re there.”

But this was a lie.  By break it felt as if the plaits had redone themselves, pulling each 
strand of hair so tight, that they were stretched to their limit, a second away from 
snapping and leaving Bonnie with a shiny bald head.  Worse still, some of the boy started 
tugging at them, and every time Bonnie had to fight back the tears of pain.

“I still hate them,” she said to her mum over tea that night.
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“You just need to get used to them darling.  We’ll try again tomorrow.”

“No!”

So it went on for years and years it seemed to Bonnie.  She cried and screamed, rolled on 
the floor, threw her toys, wrenched at the bobbles.  She’d even hide in the wardrobe or 
under the bed, but her mother would find her, hook her out, and administer the torture 
whilst holding Bonnie firmly between her knees.  In desperation, she tried taking the 
plaits out once she was at school, but her hair was so sore that she stopped halfway 
through, and had to go around looking all messy for the rest of the day.

“What’s wrong dear?” her grandmother asked when Bonnie went to tea on Saturday.

“I hate my hair.”

“What, your pigtails? I thought you quite suited them.”

“Pigtails?”

“Yes, that’s what we called them when I was little because they were all long and curly.”

“You had them took?” Bonnie asked in horror.

“Oh yes.  Only mine were a bit different.”

“How?”

“Well, I had lots for a start, all over my head.”

“Why?”

“Well,” Grandma said, taking a sip of tea, “that’s how princesses wear their hair.  You see, 
all their powers are hidden in their hair, one for each plait.  There’s one that makes them 
fly, one that makes them invisible, one that helps them see the future, you name it.  And 
to make it work, they tug on that particular plait.”

“That’s not true.”

“How do you know? You’ve never had little plaits.”

“No, I only have two, and I hate them.”
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“Hmmm.” Grandma stood up and moved to stand behind Bonnie, examining her plaits. 
 Bonnie winced automatically as her small, gnarled hands took hold of them.  She gave 
each one a very gentle tug.  ”My goodness, they were never as tight as that.”

“They’re monsters!”

“Indeed they are,” Grandma said.  ”Well, how about we play hairdressers?”

She sat Bonnie sideways on an eld wooden chair, undid the nemesis and brushed out the 
long blonde locks.

“OK, let’s make you a princess.”

Grandma’s hands worked tirelessly, dividing tiny strands of hair and weaving them 
together into minute, perfect plaits. Though they were the children of the evil ones, they 
did not make Bonnie’s head scream with agony.  Grandma’s old hands did not have the 
same power as her mother’s, and so the plaits were much looser.  They were just as neat, 
however, even though there were dozens of them.

“And the last secret,” Grandma said as Bonnie watched her in the small hand mirror, “is 
the ribbons.  You have to tie ribbons around the plaits to be a princess.  Hold the ends 
of these for me, while I get my special box.”

Bonnie held the soft, coiled infants whilst Grandmother reached into a drawer and drew 
out a circular wooden box.

“I keep my childhood in here,” she said.

Bonnie saw what looked like a wooden doll and some china before Grandmother said: 
“aha!” and closed the box.

She held up a mass of coiled ribbons, long and silken, and a deep, warm red.

“You wore these ribbons?” Bonnie asked as Grandma took the plaits from her and began 
to secure each one with a bright kiss.

“Oh yes, these hold the magic.  It’s no use having plaits without them.”

“I’ve changed my mind, mum!” Bonnie said excitedly when her mother came to collect her, 
“I love plaits!”
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“So I see,” her mum said, “but I won’t have time to do that every morning, Bonnie.”

“But I have to! Or I won’t be a princess!”

“Once a week is quite enough to keep the magic alive,” Grandma said quietly, “and for the 
other days, maybe you could try other hairstyles.  It doesn’t do to keep everything the 
same forever.”

And so it was.  Bonnie’s head stopped screaming, as after her smile was undone with her 
many plaits, her mother agreed that she could have a ponytail three days a week, and 
bunches for the others.  They weren’t nearly as bad.  And every Saturday, in the low-
ceilinged kitchen, Bonnie would sit sideways on the chair, and the old, gnarled fingers 
would weave, hour after hour, tying the ribbons and working their magic, to the steady 
tick of the grandfather clock.

by Sarah McLean

***

Fading Grace

Who, then? Slim shadow far away, outline gold in the sunset glow. Late summer’s perfect 
evening, a solstice, the exactitude of the lines making light in the sky. Way out, somewhere 
in my father’s field. Here am I. Here I am; there he is. Long past supper now; nobody’s 
come to look for me. I wonder, I wonder…

I hear the flutters of laughter; soft, swanlike. Gloating innocence. It feels wrong, being 
here, watching. Without him. Realising the completeness of the human being in its 
absolute solitude, its flawless affinity with nature. But then there’s the sublimeness of the 
light, too beautiful not to look. The way the pale yellows set upon the bales of hay, the 
diminished shimmer in the distance, over the sea. He’s moving again, now, running. A 
fairytale figure, thrown out of storybook heaven. I wish for his presence. I watch his 
outline flicker as he flies and leaps over the land, his arms rushing out behind him, along 
with the sleeves of his cardigan. I look back to my book.

I was out here, originally, to read my book. Dreams of the serenity of evening air. A fly 
twitches in the margins, encroaches upon the black lines of print. The sun disrupts my 
eyes, sends a glare. It seems I don’t care about fine ladies gossiping and drinking tea. The 
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words melt into one another, too hot, dissolving as coarse chunks of sugar in a cupful of 
honey. I shut the book. Sharp, snap. The fly gets trapped. I throw it to the ground. Buzz, 
shush, heavy thunk. How good it feels, how sweet it feels, to be careless. I lie back now, 
thinking how perfect the day is when it is ready to fade like this. How beautiful to just 
fade like this.

The leaves of grass so silklike in my palms, so cool and velvet smooth. Fingers brush 
through rustling; white through green. The sun on my face, warm and lovely as heartbeats. 
I could lie here forever, yes, forever. Yes. Lonely and lovely, yes.

And now I can hear a heavy breath, the footsteps coming.

“Grace ! ” he shouts . And i f he kne w, and i f he kne w. 
“I don’t know what-” he says, standing so near now I can almost smell the earth under his 
fingernails. I won’t sit up; I will lie here and look up at him as his thin figure blocks out 
the sun. He’s going to keep talking, blundering, but I lift my hand, shielding my eyes. I 
look at him, squinting against the glare. Clueless, he kneels down and then lays beside me. 
The evening breeze shudders between us, through us. We lie for a while, saying nothing. 
The birds will not leave us alone, with the shrill sweet cries of the starlings and sparrows, 
all dancing in the distant hedgerows. His hand reaches out for mine. So surprisingly cool, 
the skin soft as petals. I turn my head towards him, hair spilling over my eyes.

“I might not see you again.” It’s all I can say to him; the words slip out my mouth like 
raindrops from a cloud. “Everything is okay, just now,” and his eyes shine, “we’re here, 
you’re here.” We sit up, and he brushes my face with his fingertips, our nerves sparkling 
together. I’m perfectly silent. And if he knew…All is still; all is the swaying hay, the sun’s 
patient inferno. Are we smiling like children? He gently takes my hair and unravels it in his 
hands, drawing from it the yellow silk ribbon he gave me all those years ago, when we were 
both just thirteen. The knot to tie our promises. Frayed a little, now, at the edges. Some 
relic from the time when everything had seemed so vivid; not like the pastel haze of 
today…

The ribbon wraps several times round his wrist. So thin, now he’s grown out all tall, now 
he’s let the world stitch him together, so lovely and taut and hollow-boned. He’s softly 
humming, some tune that reminds me of a message he once left me on my answer phone – 
some crackling elegy to his favourite farm dog.
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“There’s sloes over there, where the hedgerows are,” he says. We are old enough now to 
remember the nights where the moon watched us fade away under the influence of 
father’s gin, getting drunk in the hay shed and falling asleep with the lambs and straw and 
shit. I know.   I remember the night your newborn sister died and your grandmother 
cradled us until we slipped asleep. I know. The taste of gin, warm and floral, caught on 
your tongue. Yes, I like sloes. We leap up and run.

I see the little blueish specks and smell their ripe bitterness. I’m grinning, because this 
might be the last night like this, but for some reason I feel suddenly wonderful. Life 
freezes itself for me, glints in the sunset beautifully. You pick one for me, the fattest berry, 
wipe it clean on your t-shirt. Press it to my lips. Stings sweet. Crushes gently under my 
tongue, swills sourness around my mouth. Sharp tartness clings to my teeth. I swallow 
nourishment. Then, standing there by the roadside with the sun dying behind you, you 
lean in to kiss me. Soft and worried and tentative. Absolutely oblivious. Nothing spins, 
nothing soars; we hold the world quietly and sad. When you draw away, your lips are 
stained like jewels, a plum-like kind of purplish blue. I can’t help but giggle. We are 
nowhere, and yes, it’s wonderful, so wonderful…

It’s a long way home; we’re too far gone now to go anywhere else. We are somewhere 
impossible, distant. Maybe my body won’t let me walk home; as it does now, it might trip 
up on me, the muscles collapsing. But that can’t happen, not in front of him. There’s a 
barbed wire fence somewhere along here, through which we’ll have to cut through to 
reach the road. I won’t tell him; I’ve made that tender decision even as we are wandering 
home. Sheep accompany us in our mourning, with their sweet bays, their walking, their 
drift into nothing. I know this is it, by the whiteness of your face, the way you cannot 
meet my gaze as your fingers twist the ribbon, round and round your wrist. This is it, I 
know it; our last evening in this happiness.

by Maria Sledmere
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physics, 
sublime, 
tinned food

21
Segments

A blot of ink, a cough blurted over coffee. Beads of tarrish 
black gleam on a white page. No sunlight, not for days. The 
woman that owns the house thinks I’m crazy, coming in 
every two hours trying to feed me. Hot buttered muffins 
and crumpets. Flung out the window for the cats to pick at.

I keep a kettle in the room and drink only coffee. I use my 
shirt sleeve to blot the ink spill, grateful for the containing 
safety of my margins. I blow upon the paper. I hold it to 
the window to catch the soft breeze. Later, I will shut the 
window and close the curtains. I can hear the wheels of the 
milk van trundle on the cobbles, the commuters clacking to 
work in well-polished brogues, wielding unnecessary 
umbrellas.

The numbers unfold before me, aligning and realigning in 
perfect exactitude, moving in tweaks of nerves and 
synapses. It’s as if they anticipate me, as if each figure waits 
in a state of becoming; in the ever-near sense of the next 
line, the next scrawl added to an equation. The mistakes 
aren’t a frustration. I allow their implications to form for 
me, like geometric shapes that can be lifted and refitted 
into a new pattern. I f i l l up page after page, while 
downstairs the woman hums and clatters, sends food-smells 
up through the floorboards.
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This kind of work doesn’t make you hungry. It’s a kind of permanent suspension, a 
voracious anticipation that propels fulfilment. For every knock on the door, I grunt at the 
distraction, sink back into the pool of numbers. A cycle, an eddy of sums shifting through 
infinities of figures.

You can go back, but once again you will be swept up in the forward logic, the oceanic pull 
of rationality that comes in waves.

Amber streetlight now glows through the closed curtains, as if waiting for me. I hear the 
murmurs and the swish of furs, the little clicks of heels. The kettle whistles from the grate, 
its steam rising thin and twisting from the charcoal smoke of the flames.

The problems continue to open for me, slowly, like a flower blossoming for a patient god.

Thumbing my notebook I flick through previous leaves, fingertips tracing pages filled with 
equations. Occasionally I pick out particulars, circling them with confident ink. They raise 
themselves from the paper, luminesce in the air, blend together. I follow them through an 
axis of logic, of physical pattern. My soul seeps into the beauty of these hieroglyphics, as 
they melt from meaning and back into atoms. It is a sign of tiredness.

More coffee, and the sounds of drunks spilling out of pubs. Those days at the university, 
sodden days of mildewed books and dank libraries; but ah, the ale in the evenings! The 
kind small barmaid with her look of curious pity. How strange, that one cannot forget the 
peculiar emerald of her eyes, the arch of her eyebrows a pleasing violation of my 
rectilinear vision. I saw almost everything else in boxes and parallels, blank space and 
straight lines. And how strange, that I never really spoke to her, and yet she knew me 
entirely. Ale on week-days, whisky on Friday. I knew the way she used to watch how I 
changed when I drank with my peers and professors. Our hands touched, brushed, as I 
handed over change. She disappeared into the shadows, polishing glasses and crushing 
mint for cocktails. Queer, how now I cannot recall her face, nor her hair. Only those jewel-
eyes, those brows, the lingering scent of mint.

The ale in the evenings. Soothing. But numbers too have their pleasant effect, their 
mollifying smile of symbol and clarity. As good as any narcotic depressant. Now I’m 
slurping my supper from a tin of peaches. I like the combination of circle and straightness, 
and the ruptured disorder of the jagged edges. The fruit slices are syrupy, plastic, sliding 
off the taste of metallic.
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There’s the muffled thrum of music from the pub across the road. Drips of juice trickle 
onto the desk, leave sticky marks on my notebook. This is why it’s easier not to eat; to be 
fleshless.

I’m closer now, closer than ever. I taste the equation on my tongue before it comes to me. 
As I write, I consume its ravishing sweetness. The drunks are sniggering outside, smashing 
glasses like they were fireworks. My hands move fast, etching out figures, graphs, shapes 
and lines. I feel the points arrange themselves, a constellation, a diamond cut of sharp 
numbers, sparkling to perfection. The problem bursts from me, through me, a sequence of 
eloquent letters on the page. And I look up to the dark, all-encompassing ceiling.

Tears spill on the paper, and mingle with the still-drying ink. In my ecstasy I remember 
her name.

by Maria Sledmere
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Strayed

We had no idea you could go out this far into the forest. I 
hadn’t intended for us to be out so long; I thought we’d just 
wander in for a bit, then we’d head back to the village for 
Southern Comfort and Lemonades in the pub. But now I’ve 
lost track of how long we’ve been in here – and how to get 
out.

The forest seems to be changing as we travel through, our 
hands touching through woollen gloves. It’s only late 
September but already the trees here have a starved, 
skeletal appearance. So different from the lush copper and 
green of the horse chestnuts, the firs and pines we saw 
earlier. Where before we walked on a trove of fir cones, 
conkers and acorns, now we trudge through a frosty 
undergrowth of dead leaves, where only a few spindly 
mushrooms dare to peek through the tangle of mulch and 
bracken. There’s not a flower in sight. It ’s growing 
noticeably colder, and a thick blueish mist is gathering 

round the trees.

I jump as Larissa snaps a branch 
underfoot.

A crow caws luxuriously from a 
nest that hands from a fragile 
canopy. I watch its black shadow 
sweep between the f loating 
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leaves.

“Where are we going?” Larissa asks, her voice a welcome relief from the forest’s eerie 
soundscape.

“To the end,” I tell her. We keep walking in our perfect silence. Our footsteps rustle the 
undergrowth like taffeta, like feathers.

“Where are we going?” she asks again, her voice echoing in the hollowness of the forest. I 
don’t reply. I relish the crunch of mud and rock beneath my feet, the crumbling of solid 
matter mirroring our loss of time.

Soon we stumble upon what appears to be an abandoned railway line. Moss and strange, 
unfamiliar weeds sprout up between the tracks. The body of   a dead sparrow lies stark 
and abject amidst bits of litter: beer bottles, fag packets, empty bags of crisps. It’s like 
we’ve stumbled upon a spot for teenage gatherings, from long ago, a well-loved no-space of 
some generation’s past. Mould creeps up through the planks of wood, eats into the 
greenish plastic, the soft rotten cardboard. There is a smell of earthiness, of dejection; it’s 
not entirely unpleasant. Larissa looks at me, utterly confused.

“Trains used to pass through here,” I say.  The shadow of a breeze slips between us. She 
rolls her eyes at me. All seems completely lifeless, darkened. We can’t see where the train 
track comes from, where it goes to, because the indigo mist cloaks it in vague glow.

“What are we going to do? We’re lost,” Larissa worries, adding again as if this time telling 
the forest, “we’re lost…” I pull her close, feel her warm breath sharp and scared on my 
neck. Looking over her shoulder, I see a flash of colour amidst the brownish landscape, 
the metallic tracks, the tobacco-coloured earth. A violet has somehow sprouted out of the 
lifeless ground, its purplish blue emanating strength amidst decay. My eyes are drawn to it, 
absorbed in its focus. As I part from Larissa, a warm zephyr quivers through the leaves, 
like the light wind left in the wake of a train. Smiling, I say to Larissa:

“We’re not lost. We just have to follow the track, to wherever.” My voice sinks and melts 
into the fleshless air, becomes part of the forest’s breath.

by Maria Sledmere
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Sea Jewel

There is an ocean out there, she hums and shushes through 
the little inlets that ripple the islands. She breathes in and 
out of this archipelago, soft in her flowing salt skin. Birds 
weep in their longing; with each sweep of wing they cry for 
her beauty.

Yet this beauty is not perfect, for its eternity elevates it to 
something more than perception, than physicality. The 
ocean’s perpetual presence is a kind of madness. Where she 
meets the sky in a glowing line, the ocean abandons herself 
to the abyss of imagination – an ether of human images, 
ideas sprinkled with adored curiosity. We know only the 
line where the sun rises, scintillating its topaz light across 
the waves. A flickering line, a slip between presence and 
absence. Where clouds gather, spread and drift in spilt 

pastel shades.

In this lagoon I am the 
ocean’s child. I float in a 
pool of aquamarine blue, 
safe and submerged in a 
comfort that is almost 
amniotic.

I f ee l the des i re o f 
return in this rhythm, 
this pulsing of waves. 
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Old waves strayed from their mother, finding an ending in this lagoon. A pool of perfect 
enclosure. They lap the sands, drop glittering silt on the sun-warmed land. Soon the moon 
will bring them back to the horizon, so they may begin their journey again.

Laying on my back with the water around me, under me, pouring inside and out of me. 
Here it is calmer than death; a blue-white birth, a first hour on earth. Above I watch the 
birds, their wings sailing gracefully against the sun. I love, I love.

by Maria Sledmere
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Crossing Over

I stand here.  The wood feels so solid beneath my feet. 
 It’s undeniable, and yet, and yet I feel like I could be 
drowning in the water below, swept away on its wings whilst 
suffocating.  I gaze up at the stars, wishing they would 
speak to me, would shine just that little bit more brightly 
when one of my thoughts is voicing its argument.  One of 
my two thoughts. Forward, or back.  Straight, or turn. 
 Save, or suffer.

This is just a bridge.  There is one side, or the other, and 
yet I feel that this structure is as fathomless as the flowing 
body of water it shadows.  I take a step forward, two back, 
and then a pace.  I look up at the stars and down through 

the cracks at the water.  Both shining, glittering, 
but not guiding.  Ahead lies the certainty of an 
old future; behind the realisation of a new past. 
 Which light is the true beam of hope? I am 
locked in the darkness between them, standing on 
the bridge, the river of my decision flowing and 
ebbing, but not allowing me to cross.  Not yet.

by Sarah McLean

***
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...Is this San Francisco?

From here the city is just like a picture, gleaming with lavish speckles of neon. I can 
already imagine the bustling people, the bright billboards adorned with shiny bodies, 
musical words, colours that lose themselves in phantasmagorical blur. I stand and I 
wonder. I lean my hands on cold smooth metal. I feel myself haunted by a holographic 
image of dazzling streets. Little instances, pale retreats. All dreams have been poured into 
this city. Entire imaginations swallowed whole. It is a beautiful, voracious city. Just cross 
the bridge and there it is: welcoming, yet also strange; queer, somehow. The words slide 
lovingly off my tongue as I say them to the night: this city, beautiful and strange.

I’ll wait for the car to arrive. A limousine, especially ordered for me. Yes, to make sure I 
got there, to keep me quiet and happy. I’ll wait here with my thoughts lost in the artificial 
stars, the luminescent ambience of light pollution, the quiet roar of passing cars. I’m just a 
fragment on the highway; they left me behind a fragment on the highway. I’ll do what my 
therapist said and count to ten, embrace the calm. Shivering as the breeze comes off the 
beach. I’ll see the buildings, the water glittering; I’ll be so near, I’ll be here. Here. Here.

The limousine pulls up at the side of the highway where I’m standing. It’s all white and 
garish and the windows are darkened. The driver steps out, a greasy man in a slick suit. He 
opens the door for me, wordlessly smiling. I imagine the million cameras flashing as I step 
inside anxiously, longing for the old stasis.

There’s leather seats and a mini-bar. The driver leans in and unlocks it with a silver key. 
“Champagne, madam?” he says with his nasally accent. Small consolation. I nod and he 
draws out a cold bottle coated in water droplets. Gripping the bottle with one hand, he 
suavely uncorks it with the other. I relish the sound, its terrific release. That sweet fizzy 
smell that escapes, that burst of electric air. He indicates to a cabinet of glasses I hadn’t 
noticed underneath the seat. I take one out, this thin-stemmed precarious thing, and hold 
it up for him while he pours. It trickles out, delicious as liquid crystal, molten gold. He 
puts the bottle back, gets into the driver’s seat. Bewildered as we weave into the traffic, I 
drink.

      We pass over the bridge slowly and I gorge on the view of the city. The 
buildings swell in panoramic ecstasy, their lights playing upon my eyes, bouncing between 
my retina and the dark window glass. Gold and silver. I watch them swirl and bleed into 
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the water below, as if God had smeared the sea with a double illusion. In the limousine all 
is quiet, my brain bubbles with the champagne but then is still. There’s a stack of 
magazines that I begin to open. As the traffic slackens, I graze the pages, devouring the 
gloss of the photographs. Wanting everything. Stroking the delicate, irrelevant letters. 
Absorbing the intricate absences of things and text. I flow in and out of reality, gazing 
back at the dramatic skyline. They left me, left me in fragments. These pictures and words 
and images and holograms, these lights and sheens of colour, specks of sound; I consume 
them all. Strange, the way they merge together. They will fulfil me. It feels queer, maybe – 
but not really – like a fantasy. And somehow, now, I feel free

               … (just before the brakes screech and we smash into blackness).

by Maria Sledmere
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Nirvana Praline

Night is a sparkling prospect. The two of them 
have found the perfect cafe, perched on the edge 
of a side street. Do you call them streets, when 
there is no road – only a path of water, a canal? Yes, 
a street not far from the Piazza San Marco, with 
the pigeons and beautiful buildings and the cobbles 
that freeze over with water in winter. There was 

the familiar ring of street music: some lonesome violinist 
mourning away, the distant bellow of an accordion. The 
bluesy piano music of a downtown restaurant playing out its 
ghostly notes. People’s voices filled the air with rich, thick 
Italian. Smells of fresh spices, bread, pale champagne. 
Weird dusk light dripping upon the water, whispers of 
luxury and wonder and fame. Gondolas passing in quiet; the 
soft slippage of silhouettes flowing towards bridges.
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They sat outside on a kind of balcony over the water. They were thinking about whether 
they were in love; whether this itself was love. All the beauty and colour, all the simplicity. 
The hands joined neatly on the table. Two glasses of the cafe’s finest burgundy. 
“We’ll remember this forever,” he said suddenly, fixing her with those honey-brown eyes, 
“more than e ver when we ’ re o ld . No moment cou ld e ver be bet ter. ” 
“Better,” she murmured, looking away from him out over the water. She took out a gold-
coloured lighter and lit a thin, pink-tipped cigarette from a slender case she had yesterday 
bought at a market. He watched her, curious at the movements, the subtle intakes of 
breath and the long, grateful exhales. She was a perfect song, a tangible melody. He wanted 
the play of her skin, the intricate symbols of her eyes.

“Can we go in to watch them make cocktails?” He asked. She raised her well-shaped 
e y e b r o w s .  
“Cou ld we not buy cockta i l s ? ”  
“I-I’m not sure I have the cash on me,” he admitted. Sighing, she took out her purse and 
f l a shed a wad o f co loured notes . 
“When d id you - ? ”  
“Never mind,” she said quickly, stubbing out the last of the cigarette in a crystal ash tray. 
She grabbed his wrist: “so are we going inside?” He followed her into the smoky cafe, 
through the throng of gorgeous people.

Customers were clustered together around tables, some sitting on each other’s knee. The 
busyness made breathing difficult. Flustered waitresses were pushing through the crush, 
balancing plates and cups of coffee. It was hot and claustrophobic. But somehow, the 
crowd parted as she walked through, holding his hand. She radiated some unknown 
element, some mesmerising spell that absorbed the eyes of strangers. They got a good 
place at the bar and leant upon the marble. One bartender was ripping bits of mint, 
releasing their pale sweet scent, whilst another had a bunch of ice held in a napkin, and 
was crushing it against the bar. At their presence, the older barman nodded his head.  
“I want something sultry, something with hazelnut,” she purred in fluid Italian. 
“The lady wants something sweet,” he tried to clarify, the words shifting between broken 
l a n g u a g e s .  
“I make you Nir vana Pra l ine? ” The barman sa id in s t i l ted Eng l i sh .  
“Sounds delectable,” she said, hovering between seduction and sarcasm. The two of them 
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watched, fascinated, while he filled a curvaceous hurricane glass with ice. He took a 
cocktail shaker that shined in the bar light and poured in a mixture of milk and thick 
cream. Standing on a stool, he reached for a slender bottle on the top shelf.  
“You smell?” He shoved the bottle under their noses. Delicious, nutty, lavish. Frangelico.  
“L ike Nute l l a , no?” 
“Quite.” She said, impressed. He poured in a measure of the hazelnut liqueur, a drizzle of 
sugar syrup, a dash of amaretto. They watched him as he stood shaking it with an artful 
vigour of the wrist. Her eyes shone green with desire as the barman held the shaker over 
the glass and let the mixture spill in, smooth as melted white chocolate. On top he dusted 
c o c o a . 
“For the lady.” He said, pushing the glass over as she handed him a paper note. She nodded 
thanks, smiling with her eyes, then shifted to the edge of the bar, sucking through a straw.  
“What’s it like?” He asked her, wanting a taste. He imagined the liquid drifting, making its 
way down the elaborate pipes of her body, the veins coming alive. He wanted her face to 
light up, wanted her to kiss him so that he could catch the flavour on her lips. But already 
she was moving away from him, back outside.

Darker now, the air softer. The Nirvana Praline was pure in its saccharine pleasure. In-
between sips she puffed on a fresh cigarette, blowing curls of smoke over the water. She 
wa s aware o f h im watch ing her. 
“I love you,” he said then, quiet words almost lost in the surrounding streams of Italian. 
“Yes,” she replied, “and I love the night. The sweetness of the night.” She did not speak in 
English. The last of the sun was a lustrous flame upon her eyes. The music was again 
stirring, and dapples of sadness fell upon the water. He would remember this forever. 
 
By Maria Sledmere

***
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Morning Routine

It was one of those mornings when the sky looks as if it is always innocent, and the sun, in 
contradiction, scorches the back of the neck.  The intoxicating smell of manure hung in 
the air, amplified by the heat and sweetened by the fresh roses.  The boy walked towards 
the shed, his feet crunching on the gravel path.  He could hear the cockerel squawking 
his alarm call to the world, and stopped in front of his pen.

“We’re up, you daft beggar!” he shouted, and the bird gazed at him derisively, before 
continuing with his cawing.

The boy went on his way, stopping in the shed doorway.  The man sat, shoulders back, 
head almost pressed against the breathing body of the cow.  His hands worked slowly, his 
fingers gently manipulating the teats, and yet so firmly.  The cow gazed off into the 
distance, steam coming from her nostrils in spirals.

“There’s a  good Daisy,” the man crooned softly, his fingers squeezing, massaging, teasing 
the milk into the bucket firmly between be knees.

The boy watched as the farmer released the first teats and took hold of the second.  The 
cow mooed in anguish, or pleasure, it was difficult to tell.

“Good girl, Daisy.  Just a little longer.”

he continued what he was doing, and the boy almost turned away.  He had never 
imagined that milking a cow could be so intimate.

He said so to the farmer at breakfast.  The man laughed.

“You’ve been given some queer ideas at that school, lad.  But you want to put them 
behind you now.  There’s no room for intimacy on a farm.  That cow, she’s got a lot of 
sisters.  You remember that.”

“Wi l l I mi lk them soon , s i r ? ” 
 
“Not until I’m satisfied that you’re capable.  There might be lots of ‘em, but that don’t 
mean that each one isn’t precious. Now, finish up, and we’ll go and feed the goats.”  
by Sarah McLean
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26
The Death of Spring

Each spring she came as sure as the rain, the cold sunshine 
and the sweet aromas of cut grass and new flowers 
blossoming on fruit trees.

There was something otherworldly about the girl – no one 
in the town knew her name, or, if they did, they called her 
‘the Daffodil Girl’ nonetheless. And that was fitting enough, 
for each year, on the first day of spring, she would come 
floating through the dirty streets, bringing with her the 
vernal breeze and all the freshness and irrepressible life of 
the country, with a splendid mound of bright yellow 
daffodils bundled in a wicker basket, and balanced on her 
hip. Her wind-tangled tawny curls were pinned and twined 
and braided around her head with the same wilderness that 
she carried in her step, in the keen, roaming gaze of her 
dark doe eyes. Her dress was out of place in the town – she 
wore no starched lace or whalebone, no constricting silk 
squeezed her swaying waist and there were no intricate 
arrangements of buttons or beads. She was like a milkmaid 
of a lost age, as though she had wandered from a glorious 
alpine painting, somehow, into this hard and smoky English 
town.

The burst of yellow as she wound through the streets, the 
subtle scent of fine pollen the colour of sunshine, it turned 
the head of every fine lady, every stiff gentleman and 
gabbling fishwife, every merchant, beggar and drunk. And 
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one man amongst them all was particularly drawn to her. For him, the entire season had 
but one purpose, one value: he could watch the Daffodil Girl in her strange, slow progress, 
her pilgrimage of spring, and let her soft shape and sweet scent, the mild hum of ancient 
songs, sooth the turmoil in his soul.

This morning, the first of march, he had woken late. He punished himself, positively 
flagellated himself for the error. He had not slept a full night, he felt, for many a year. Yet 
it was no excuse.

Disheveled and out of sorts, he left the room without his stick, half tumbling down the 
decaying staircase of the boarding house and limping up the street as fast as his tortured 
frame would carry him. Passersby muttered their judgements, scowling at the frightful 
sight of the crippled lunatic lurching along the cobbles, asking themselves and each other 
why such a creature could ever have need to hurry. Who could be waiting for a wretch like 
him?

He persevered, even as his whole left side began to ache, to scream for rest. And then, as 
he crested the top of the hill, he saw her – a spot of sunshine in his bleak world of winter. 
The sight gave him a second wind. He clutched his thigh, defying the pain, and ran. He 
had not run for seven years, not since the days he has laughed at death as bullets tore the 
air and mud and pitch flew up around his nimble feet like showers of confetti…

The yellow bloom grew closer and closer, until he could see the white flash of her 
stockings above the sturdy boots, the mud and dust on the fringe of her skirts, the infant 
daffodil she had wound into her hair…

“Miss!” He cried, but his voice was a thin rasp, a shriek of rusted metal on stone. “Miss!”

She turned, and he saw fear on her freckled face. The shock, the disgust was heartbreaking 
in the eyes of this angel. Surely that face could show nothing but heavenly benevolence, 
infinite, divine calm…

“Miss, please!” He gasped, reaching out to her, stumbling like a drunkard, clutching 
blindly. His hand closed around the handle of her basket.

“Leave off me!” She cried, her cheeks flushed with anger and fear. “Help! Won’t someone 
help me?”

117



“No, miss, no, wait!”

She tore away from him, running, skipping like a dryad in flight. He half thought she 
would vanish, explode into a shower of golden petals and float away on the rising wind. 
The thought struck him with an all-consuming fear, and he made a last attempt to seize 
the girl, to hold her close and tell her that she, she was his saviour!

She turned, her eyes wide, and fell, flying backwards, away from him forever. It seemed 
she would fall into the ground and into hell itself. There was a deafening roar, hooves and 
voices. A huge black horse thundered toward them…the black horse and black chariot that 
haunted his dreams! Doom! Doom!

Silence, screams. The crowd of the street parted; women sobbed, men shouted their 
useless outrage, taking off hats and shuffling feet. Someone with sense called for a doctor.

There she lay: white, broken. Her hair was splayed around her like a glorious pagan crown, 
her hand lay gently on her waist. And all around were yellow daffodils, scattered like 
funeral flowers, like tiny mourners falling at her feet, heads bent with heavy grief.

The crowd cried tragedy, but it was more than a tragedy for him. It was the death of 
spring, the sun turned to cold stone. It was his apocalypse.

by Rachel Norris

***

What Follows

Black peppercorns. She sat by the deserted roadside, popping them in her mouth and 
crunching them until her teeth blackened and her tongue felt on fire. Anything to feel real. 
Amy had found a tub of them in the burnt-out store cupboard of a restaurant where she 
used to work, years ago as a teenager. It wasn’t like there was much else left: the bars had 
all closed, the flats of drug-dealers were smashed in, barren. Newsagents had finally shut 
down, the windows once bright with tacky ads were now all boarded up. The people that 
were actually left tended to haunt the annihilated streets, their eyes vacant, their minds 
mad and starving. Sometimes Amy watched them as they clawed their way through the 
overflowing bins, stuffing rotting food into their dark gaping mouths like they were foxes, 
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snuffling for survival. Their gaunt cheekbones shining in the sunlight, their breaths rasping 
where language had failed them.

Yes, there was a certain innocence to peppercorns, a tender potency. Peppercorns were 
like seeds, seeds that had been blackened by the lack of life to be grown. They sent 
torrents to the brain, they initiated painful fits of sneezing. On her empty stomach, the 
spice made her dizzy and sick and so she’d stumble about the burnt-out pavements, 
laughing hysterically at the scorch marks and the needles and old tampons and shit that 
spilled from sewers, and the festering bits of severed limbs, the coke cans crushed against 
cement. She kicked them with her bare feet and felt powerful, somehow (if only briefly) 
complete. She’d forgotten what had gone before; almost, at least. She ground the 
peppercorns between her teeth, lifting up a skull from a pile of smelly laundry. It felt huge 
and heavy in her hand. She held it at eye-level and gazed through its hollow sockets, 
wanting to see the elusive something that floated within. But there was nothing, nothing. 
She tossed it to the ground, relishing the crack.

It was like this for ages, before the rains came. Endless wandering days that never bled 
properly into nights. Sometimes Amy – if indeed her name really was Amy – climbed to 
the top of a rubble heap (the remainders of some suburb, perhaps) to watch the weird 
sunsets. As the failing sun dipped beneath the troubled horizon, it burst flames of savage 
violet; flames that melted like dark blood into the toxic clouds and the quivering 
mountains. A violent sublime. And sitting there, stuffing herself with peppercorns, Amy 
would stare and laugh. Her laugh reached out over the barren metropolis, the wasteland of 
the city, echoing and piercing the ears of every remaining soul, every last nook and cranny 
of whatever remained standing. It was a pure laugh, a laugh that cast scorn over the 
universe, that tossed its vivid poison over humanity. And she’d keep eating the 
peppercorns, hoping for something more, something different. Something to make 
everything whole again.

It was an ache that she could never prevent, that was only salved by laughter. An infinite 
need that went beyond hunger. She kept finding old bullets amidst the regular debris, 
bullets that were now starting to rust. With wild craving, she put them in her mouth and 
chewed at the solid lead, savouring the metallic tang of technologies past. She didn’t sleep, 
she couldn’t sleep; she’d forgotten how to sleep. She wandered the streets with the rhythm 
of futility. She was starting to see strange things, wondering if she was hallucinating: the 
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skeletons of sheep floating past, trailing greenish wisps of nuclear waste; plastic bottles 
that talked to her in seductive whispers; pizzas in cardboard boxes that dripped with 
plasticky cheese and tomato paste. Her head throbbed constantly and her stomach tied 
itself into an impenetrable knot. What was a pizza? She saw a mass of mulch, of red and 
yellow grease that stood somehow as food. The image followed her, like a piece of 
sundered history. An evil charm. Repellant reminder. Standing in the shadows of alleyways 
she gnawed at her arm, desiring the iron flavour of blood, the clean toothmarks that cut 
out crescent-shaped flakes of skin. She had run out of peppercorns.

When the rains came, Amy was pretty sure that she was the last one left. There was a kind 
of beauty to this horror, this inconceivable void of loneliness. What was a voice, what was 
a face, what was a thought? Now there was only the rain. It fell from the mangled sky in 
thick droplets, the colour of mustard. As they hit the ground the droplets hissed with 
steam, and each time one touched Amy she felt her skin sizzle and putrefy underneath. 
The rains cleared away the last of the rubbish, the body parts, the miscellaneous debris. 
Walking, never staying still, Amy kept safe. Relatively. Greenish sores bubbled on her skin, 
but they would soon fade. The world had been cleared; it was almost clean. Without the 
seeping waste, the rain started to purify. Real, clear-coloured water spilled from the sky; 
tears from a guilt-ridden god. Amy waited as it penetrated the ground, watching it wash 
out the dark palette of the sunsets, stream rivulets over broken soil. She stuck her tongue 
out and let the cool drops nourish her arid mouth. She found herself sleeping (if it was 
really sleeping): disappearing for chunks of time, her body undergoing a kind of 
regeneration.

At some point, she awoke to find a world of nothing but boundless garden. She awoke to 
find all her sores had gone, and all her boils, all the scratches and scars that marred her 
skin. Flesh had gathered itself back on her formerly-emaciated ribs. Utterly confused, she 
stood and looked around, fresh as a spring chick, a child; free of knowledge and language. 
Wonder shimmered over her awakening eyes. Eyes that widened and misted with joyful 
tears. Everything new, everything dripping with life-giving green and the wet plenitude of 
rain. The first thing she noticed was a clump of radiant flowers, whose little heads 
emanated yellow flames. And as she gazed at them, something vital sprang back to her, 
burst and expanded inside of her – a kind of happiness.
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“Daf fod i l s , ” she murmured , her word a song in the s i l ence . 
by Maria Sledmere

Lonely Man

The daffodils grow on the western side of the lake, by the place where the ducks shelter 
beneath the arching branches of the ash trees in stormy weather. They are the brightest 
yellow that anyone has seen, and shiver like they have conscious lives when the frost 
awakens in the middle of April. Sometimes, it feels like it, too, when one watches them 
from the window across the path from the lake, and sees them move throughout the day 
as the sun moves across the sky, ambling, rambling, stumbling.

There is a face that sometimes appears in that window, a face of a kind-looking calm old 
man. His bright blue eyes sparkle like stars as they watch the ducks eating the large stale 
crusts that the public leave out for them. They snap at them, take them into the water, 
soak them, and swallow them. The man watches still, smiling softly at them as they move, 
wishing he could join them, desiring with all his heart, but it was impossible. For he is too 
old now, and the time has passed since he could walk outside.

The ducks still swim on the western side of the lake, despite the fact that the eastern side 
has become thick with sewage. There was a project, a number of years ago, to clear it, 
spawned by brief enthusiasm by ecological-conscious people of the outside world. But it 
was a fad, it faded past, and now the sewage increases. It will one day swallow the entire 
lake and bring about the apocalypse to end all apocalypses. Thick black will devour 
transparent blue, and each duck will die without hope. For there is none. And the old man 
will watch, sad and lonely, unable to do anything, but be lonely. No one can go into his 
house, he cannot come out. Though it is his desire.

Those are daffodils that shine once a year. This is his desire that will never come true. And 
that will be the apocalypse to end all ducks.

by Ailsa C. Williamson

***
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D a f f o d i l s .  
Ceinwen always brought Daffodils on the first of March. When the school was closed for 
the holiday she would walk over the hills from Llanllyfni to Nebo and go back home on 
the late afternoon train. I always looked forward to her visits. The only time she would 
miss would be if the first fell on a Sunday. In those days it didn’t do to be about on the 
sabbath un les s you were go ing to chape l . 
She would come and tell me her news.Of her hopes, fears and desires. Of what Arianwen 
was up to, her latest flame, the crazy things she was doing.  Arianwen never came to 
Nebo. she was always too busy. She was younger than us and had that desire to live as if the 
apocalypse was set for tomorrow. To cram everything she possibly could into the remains 
o f the day. 
Those were the days, we believed them to be never ending. Alas the apocalypse came all 
too soon. Ceinwen joined the WAAF. she was posted first to an airbase in England and 
then to India. She died in 1942 and is buried in a cemetery  near Calcutta. I can’t even 
take daffodils to her grave. Arianwen lives in America now. She married an American but 
d ivorced h im af te r she had three ch i ldren and now l i ves in Ca l i for n ia .  
In remembrance, I always buy Daffodils on St David’s Day even though I left Wales long 
ago and returned to the West Highlands. No one here knows the significance of the 
daffodils. Only I do.

b y Ja n e He l e n Jo n e s 

***

Desire

O n e :  
He wouldn’t move.  There he was, a structure, so solid, so distinct.  There he stood, 
between her and the door, and he was stronger than any lock.  She felt her heart pick up 
pace, but she tried to smile, to keep everything normal for as long as possible.  If she 
didn’t believe this, it wouldn’t happen.

“Let me get past, please.”
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T w o :  
The lights shone down, smiling on her, urging her forward.  She responded to their 
guiding hands, and as she crossed the stage, the sound of the crowd seemed to swell, to 
envelop her in its arms.  She lifted her chin, letting her eyes sweep the room.  She 
wanted to take in everything: each face, each roaring voice, each flicker of light, and weave 
them together to create her moment.  Then, she would take it with her into forever.

O n e :  
He said nothing.  Even his laugh made no sound, unless it was the light blowing of breath 
through his nose.  She opened her mouth, ready to repeat herself, to speak with more 
conviction this time, to push past him, to scream…  But he was already moving, striking. 
 His arms were so much stronger than hers,  his body so much heavier.  She felt it all in 
stages. First, she struggled.  As he threw her back, she felt herself slam into the glass 
table, heard the smash.  Raising her arms, she attempted to gouge at his eyes.  Why 
them first? Because she was a woman? Or because they were the things that frightened her 
most? Bright, dark, hungry.  They were the closest thing she could see to what was inside.

T w o :  
There were so many things she wanted to say.  Most of them were cliché, but then that 
was the beauty of it.  She had earned the right to these old faithfuls, to the words that 
audiences expected to hear.  And this was her audience.

“There are so many people I’d like to thank,” she began, her voice almost quaking with 
happiness.

Each name on the list sparkled in her eyes as she said it: all relevant, all wonderful. 
 Building blocks in her moment.

O n e :  
Then, as she lay pinned by the weight of his body, paper held in a guillotine, panic set in. 
 She opened her mouth, filled her lungs…  Or was that the wrong order? She prepared to 
let out the longest and loudest scream on all the Earth, to take her one chance.  But it 
was as if she had been transported into a nightmare, the one where you gasp and force and 
strain, but no scream will come out.  The one where you hear, in your own mind, the 
thin, squeaking rattle of the breath that could have saved you fading away, away into the 
mouth of your attacker as he begins to kiss you.
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T w o :  
“Finally, I’d just like to thank the director, without whom we would all have stayed a bunch 
of floating beings with no purpose, the playwright, without whom we would stand mute 
onstage, and my parents.  If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t belong to this moment.  Thank 
you, really.”

She took up the oscar with the reverence of one holding their newborn child, and carried 
it back through the bright lights of paradise, towards the darker backstage party, which 
was no less ablaze with congratulations.

O n e :  
It was when his hands reached her underwear that she shut down.  The weight pressed 
ever harder, his hands clutched ever tighter, and her scream shrank in her throat even as it 
pierced her heart.  She closed her eyes, begging her mind to go to sleep, to escape the 
fast-flowing, boiling river of desire.

T w o :  
“You must be on top of the world Miss.”

“I think I’ve flown past that.”

She smiled, and felt her spirits soar at the twinning of its genuineness and the love the 
camera had for it.

“If you had to describe how you feel in a few words, Miss?”

She hesitated, truly thinking about it.  Then: “I feel as if I have achieved my heart’s 
desire.”

by Sarah Mclean
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