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President’s note 
 

 
It’s almost February again… 

 

It’s  no easy task motivating yourself to be creative. Days, weeks and months can go by 

with life and work and Uni getting in the way of you being able to put pen to paper.  

So every February we set ourselves this little challenge, to get creative, get sharing 

our work and finally be able to see it all come together.  

Flash Fiction February began in 2014 and it is  a tradition that has created four and 

anthologies and hundreds of bite-sized tales.  

Good things take time and great things happen all at once – and I’d like to think this 

anthology is a little bit of both. In these pages you wi ll find bursts of miniature 

narratives, these are the stories we didn’t plan, we didn’t draft and re -draft, we didn’t 

have the time to sit down and think about and through those small creative sparks we 

created something wonderful.  

 

I hope you enjoy reading our flash fiction as much as we enjoyed writing them.  

 

 

 

Hayley Rutherford 
GUCW President 2016-2017 
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Day One 
 

Curtain 
 

Light  
 

“Have you seen a fallen star? ” 

(Stardust – Neil Gaiman) 
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The Comeback 
 
I’ve always admired the pathetic and shunned, especially when they’re famous. 

Twenty years ago, when I was a teenager, Kelly Houston was loved by everyone, 

except me. ‘Isn’t she just so normal? ’ ‘Oh, what a voice!’ ‘She’s just gorgeous! ’ God, I 

despised her.  

But then came a career-shattering scandal; leaked voicemails that tore her veneer of  

normalcy to shreds. I watched her fall from grace with indescribable pleasure. But as 

her true hideousness began to repel the majority of the public, it attracted me.  

She became an obsession of mine; when she was occasionally seen, she had become 

uglier and fatter and I loved her all the more for it. Her music was laughed at and then 

entirely forgotten. But not by me; I couldn’t go a day without hearing her beautiful 

yet tragic voice. 

But fortunes are constantly changing and two years ago, her song was use d on a 

popular TV show, bringing her back into the consciousness. Trendy artists began 

declaring her one of their favourite singers; the scandal was now a distant memory, 

but her music remained.  

Then she announced her first concert in twenty years and I im mediately bought 

tickets.  

The theatre was small but I was still shocked by how packed it was; though her 

popularity had been increasing, I hadn’t expected such a large crowd. Their inane 

chitter-chatter began to infuriate me.  

The curtain opened and she walked into the overpowering light; her entire being 

glowed, transforming her into an angel. She had lost weight and the blemishes that 

previously covered her skin were gone. She smiled, revealing her perfectly capped 

teeth. The crowd went wild, but my heart  sank; I felt my love fading and twenty years 

of devotion wasted. 

But as she moved back and forth, swaying to the music, her foot became tangled in 

the thick curtain. Perhaps overtaken by the moment, she didn’t notice until she 

tripped, flying across the stage. There was a loud smack as her face hit the solid 

wood. She screamed and as she looked up her teeth were broken and her mouth 

bloody. Her tears smudged her makeup and the lights highlighted the bloody scene to 

perfection. 

The crowd went silent, then some laughed, some booed, some seemed concerned. As 

for me, I couldn’t help but smile. She was mine again.  

  

James Hunter 
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I have to… 
 

…turn on the light. Now off. Now on again. Left hand, left hand. Now they right. Six 

times over each hand. Good the light is done. Oh no, the curtains. It’s been left open a 

crack. I have to close it again. Draw the left side. And the right. Left side all the way 

open. Now right. Now pull it closed. Yes, slowly. 

My stomach aches, work was shitty watching all the plates of food travel right under 

my nose but I never got a lunch break. It’s been a stressful week. Finally got that 

assignment in but it’s always worse when I’m stressed, my hands are all cracked and 

raw from washing them. 

Need to eat. Seventeen steps to the kitchen. Start on the left foot.  

  

Made it.  

  

Didn’t even have to do it twice. Got the right -left right. Good. I’l l reheat that lasagne 

from last night, it’l l save the rhythmic chopping .  

  

Shit. Dirty cup on the draining board.  

Twelve times now. Flip it round. Right hand now then… Left. Left. Which side of the 

curtains did I close first. Left? Right? Right. No, left. Left?  

  

…Back to the curtains.  

  

Hayley Rutherford 

 

Choose 
 
The brightness filled her eyes, filled her mind, filled her entire being, until she felt full 

of light, full of a happiness that she’d never felt before. And then it was gone, and she 

fell to her knees, gasping, from its sudden absence.  

“This is what you could have, if you came with us,” the voice said, warm and 

welcoming, cajoling, promising more light, more happiness, more joy.  

“No,” she said, and her lip trembled.  

https://gucreativewriting.wordpress.com/2017/02/03/i-have-to/
https://gucreativewriting.wordpress.com/2017/02/02/choose/
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“Very well,” the voice said , and the tone had changed, becoming cold and sharp and 

brittle. “Then enjoy the dark.”  

And the darkness flooded in, pitch black and freezing and terrifying, and she 

screamed. 

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Superlunary  

“When we die,” he said, curling his fingers in mine, “we are wrapped in a shroud of 

light.” I thought: here it comes, a chunk of religion he’s kept thus far firmly hidden. 

I’d have to take it, eat it, accept it. Suffer later the indigestion.  

“What d’you mean?” Magpies were clawing at the windowpane, eyeing u s greedily as 

we lay in our bed.  

“Imagine how blissful it is to feel every nerve in your body pulse with lights. For the 

silkiest muslin to cover your skin. No more pain, suffering, worry. Just softness and 

pleasure; a life past the prospect of death.”  

The religion seemed to sweeten then. I didn’t know what it was, where the 

incantations were coming from; but it sounded beautiful, the way he said it.  

Yesterday, in the garden, he was smoking from the glass pipe while I did my daily 

contortions. I can twist my body through numerous systems of geometry. I am a star, 

a polygon; a rhombus, parallelogram. Over time, my muscles have memorised the 

precise patterns, the necessary relations of limb upon limb. He often forgets I can do 

this, though yoga magazines litter the flat. I contort until my body is sore. I breathe 

and whimper in the manner of Bjork, imagining my skin stretching over thick ice.  

Sometimes in the bath he helps me with the excoriations. We rub pink crystals of 

Himalayan salt over my arms and thighs,  marvelling at the waxy flakes that drop off in 

the water. He won’t let me return the favour.  

I come home late at night and half the time he’s still high, asking me for another 

performance. I can make my feet touch the ceiling. He sprinkles stardust on my 

breasts and there’s a moment when gravity ceases to matter.  

Recently, he’s found this new spirituality. I watch him portion white powder for his 

lashes, flickering in the mirror. He is so pale I could sink into him, inhale his whole 

being, its celestial vapours of nicotine.  

Sometimes, when I am a triangle, he says he wants to bite me like Toblerone. I break 

off for him, offering a choice piece of my life. We exist like this, my body and his 

mind. The magpies casting their beaks to the grass where we lay, pe cking at the loam 

as if for treasure. We emanate treasure.  
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I give him a layer each year to convert into light. At night, we smooth out in circles, 

going over and over, trying to cheat time.  

Eventually, all of this will be just one straight line.  

 

Maria Sledmere 

 

 

Home Alone 
 
There was no one but me in the room. No windows were open, nor were there any 

drafts. And yet, just out of the corner of my eye, I swear I saw the curtain flutter.  

 

Heather Caldwell 

 

Lacklustre 
 

 ‘Don’t touch those. Sharp.’  

He can’t cut  the cheese without a knife. There’s cereal, but the cupboard is too high 

up. He can reach the bread, but it’s mouldy. There are cans of soup in the cupboard. 

The pots clatter together when he takes one, but no one comes in.  

He remembers he’s not supposed to touch the oven either. Hot.  

He picks the mould off the bread, uses the wrong end of a fork to hack the cheese into 

lumps. The bedroom door is closed. It’s been closed since Monday. Since the audition.  

He knocks. 

There is no answer, but he doesn’t expect  one. Not this early. Maybe in a day or so 

she’ll be up again, putting on makeup and answering the phone, answering the phone, 

answering the phone…  

‘This is the one. Definitely, darling, Mummy can always tell.’  

Now, she’s in the dark, with the curtains clo sed. He’s not supposed to turn the light 

on. 

‘Mummy?’ 

The duvet moves. Makeup is smeared around her eyes. Her hair is greasy.  

She doesn’t look like the girl in the posters.  
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But then the girl in the posters is a child.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

Fallen Star 
 
Lot’s w ife felt her eyes go first. To salt, as they say.  

The angels came down, and in the instant before vision fled her she beheld the light 

of the Word, the bitter love of the Lord in wrathful, raging glory.  

“It’s too bright,” she said, as her tongue turned to ash. “I can’t see.”  

“I know,” said the Thunder, and shook her apart.  

“I’m sorry,” said the Thunder, but there was no -one to hear. 

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

Rattus rattus 
 
From the moment the curtains parted, I had the numb sense of foreboding in my gut. 

Act 1 began as one might expect of a John Monroe play - a haphazard cast, dressed in 

abysmal outfits (likely hand-stitched by Monroe’s famously blind wife). The set, in 

places, had its own colonies of mould, grown in the damp of backstage – the 

graveyard home of Monroe’s constantly re-used sets. But I did not attend for the set, 

of course. I came to see the latest (and last?) venture of Troy Laurent, once famed 

actor of ‘Destination Unknown’ and ‘The Poor Man of Peru’. His acting in the first act 

could have easily put an insomniac to sleep while his most believable performance in 

Act II came as a large rat, quite unexpectedly, joined the cast. This did of course lead 

to Mr Laurent’s hasty departure and an impromptu interlude.  

Where once his stage presence would leave one full of awe, Mr Laurent’s most recent 

endeavour leaves one feeling truly awful. The only possible praise is that he only 

needed prompted thrice.  

In summary, Mr Laurent’s dismal performance has fully cemented his place amongst 

the fallen stars of celestial Hollywood. 

 Richard Thompson 
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Day Two 
 

Lake 
 

Vase 
 

Ungodly hour  
(the fray) 
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Who Calls 

  

He stood to his neck in the freezing lake, until red Aldebaran rose over the trees to 

wink at him, and the Pleiades hung dancing in the fog.  

With shivering hands he raised the old vase, and cried a test to th e fat yellow moon. 

“Who calls? Who calls, at this ungodly hour?”  

It bent the light as he lowered it to the water, stole it and twisted it into strange, 

searing shapes. When it was full he upended it over his quivering lips.  

It tasted brackish, foul. Of slime, of decay. Of rotten hands, grasping at stones, yellow 

bones slipping through coiling weeds.  

“You call, lost one,” his own throat croaked back at him, “And I answer.”  

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

Anas Penelope 
Penny, like her father, had always been a keen birdwatche r. Her father had taught her 

as a young girl, brought her up on long weekends away to secluded spots to see a 

passing migrant. The memory of his excitement at showing her a rare bird made her 

smile even now. Before she could even string a sentence she coul d spot the 

differences between a crow and a rook, a blue tit and a great tit, a mallard and a teal. 

The ducks were her favourite – as was Lake Bliss, one of her father ’s favourite 

haunts.  

 

It was on the edge of Lake Bliss that she now sat, arms wrapped ar ound her knees in 

the moonlight. Her husband lay beside her, both of them a short distance from their 

tent, pitched at the edge of the tree line. Adam’s silence was not out of the ordinary 

for their trips up here; he was a heavy sleeper and try as she migh t, bird watching was 

not a hobby he shared. He would however, come up with her for the weekend, sit with 

her, sometimes fish. At nights, they would have sex in the tent, for no one could hear 

them - so far were they from civilisation. On second thoughts, i t was likely the sex 

that Adam joined her for.  

 

Tonight, was a still night and the lake looked to Penny like a mirror, reflecting the 

myriad of stars and planets that hung in the sky like the bejewelled back of a Starling. 

The moon, not quite full, cast a  stark white light upon the scene. The shadows of the 

forest reached long, engulfing Adam where he lay. Penny watched as a Wigeon duck 

(her most especial favourite) cut across the placid waters. Penny’s father had also told 
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her this was her duck, blonde on the head just like her. He told her that they had even 

named the duck after her, though, now older, Penny guessed it may have been the 

other way around. She watched on as the duck dipped and preened alone on the lake, 

peacefully unaware of its human onlooker. 

 

Peering at her watch, Penny could see it was nearly 3am. Normally, at this time, Adam 

would be onto repeating his limited number of positions as he huffed and puffed 

above her. Surely now, it was time to go.  

“Are you ready to go, my love?” She asked Adam, turning to him now. Adam of course 

gave no response so she gently began to lift him, putting his arm around her shoulder. 

She helped him into the small boat and grabbed the oars, pushing them slowly out 

into the lake. The wigeon, startled by the boat , hastily took flight, emitting the odd 

quack as it went.  

 

Once they reached the centre of the lake, Penny bent over Adam and, with a sharp 

shove, pushed him over the edge of the boat. The rocks tied to his body helped him 

sink fast as Penny rowed back to  shore. 

 

Richard Thompson 

 

 

Cracked Scenes 

 

Allison had waited for Jacques all day, although really it was ten years. She watched 

the scene around her change, the colours shifting like a painting in progress. After ten 

years, the area was unaltered. The lake was clear as glass. The stillness of the water 

accentuated the lines in her face.  

She had often thought of returning to paint this lake, to recapture cherished 

memories. After leaving France, she never picked up a brush again. The years 

strengthened the associations of pain. But being there again inspired her.  

‘Allison?’ She turned and saw Jacques smiling and the pain returned. Though he was 

older and had put on weight, his smile was still as charming. Nevertheless, the 

painterly environment she imagined seemed to wash away amongst the stilted 

conversation. The lake had calmed her, but now his nervousness infected her.  

‘Do you still paint?’ she asked.  

‘Not much anymore. I had to get a real job eventually. And you?’  

‘Not at all, no. Not since I left France .’  

There was a long silence. ‘I’m sorry about that. Really, I’m glad you’re back.’  

She didn’t respond. She stared at the lake. It was black in the night. The colour had 

faded entirely.  

‘I don’t know what to say. Don’t you want to talk? Why did you come if you don’t 
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want to speak to me?’  

‘I would never break an agreement. Even one so old.’ She walked away but he stopped 

her. He pulled out a painted vase from his bag, it was cracked. It was a mixture of two 

painting styles. They should have clashed but someho w they complimented one 

another. 

‘Still as nice as the day we made it, eh? Even with that one final touch of mine.’  

‘I can’t believe you put it back together.’  

She held it in her hands, her fingers caressed the cracked edges. She studied the 

painting. There was the lake with both of them beside it, growing older at each stage 

of their life.  

‘Maybe it could do with some flowers?’ he said.  

‘Yes, that’s true. And some water.’  

‘Exactly.’  

‘But you know, this one is a little broken. I’d like a new one. What do yo u think?’  

They walked together past the lake. Their reflection appeared in the black water. She 

saw them as they were, now old after ten years of separation. She decided this was 

the scene she would paint on the vase.  

  

James Hunter 

 

The Botanists 

 

 ‘Look,’ whispered Ulmus ‘Look, its sprouting.’  

Sure enough the little thing beneath their gaze started to unfurl itself. Barely 

beginning to bloom it was only a sprig not even yet a sprout. Ulmus regarded it with 

incredulity and reverence.  

‘Is this the first bloom you’ve seen?’ Dr Quercus smiled bemusedly studying his 

colleague’s features.  

Ulmus nodded silently.  

Dr Quercus chuckled, ‘You’ll soon get used to it. I remember seeing my first growth. 

Magnificent.’  

Ulmus was still to fascinated to articulate a reply. The sprig had rapidly become a 

sprout, perhaps even a spurt.  

‘Why do they have to be grown in vases? Ulmus finally mustered.  

‘Oh, they weren’t always,’ Dr Quercus replied now prodding the mushy pink compost 

that set the thing. ‘Once they were grown within a chamber, one inside another but of 

course that method is lost to time.’  

‘Will it grow much bigger? Ulmus asked.  

https://gucreativewriting.wordpress.com/2017/02/02/the-botanists/
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‘Oh yes, hopefully. At one time, they could reach about one t hird of our height but 

now so many die young. It is difficult to maintain a good harvest. But culturally 

significant, don’t you think?’ mused Dr Quercus ‘We wouldn’t want to lose this 

species.’  

‘Oh no,’ Ulmus muttered still dotingly transfixed on the littl e thing. 

‘It was the change in climate that made them extinct. Still we preserve what we can.’  

‘Were we responsible for that change in climate?’  

‘Oh undoubtedly.’ Dr Quercus said gravely. ‘Still there is no use dwelling on the ways 

of the past. Look at the advancements and benefits our technology has brought to this 

place.’  

The little sprout began to stir uneasily in its setting. Wriggling and then curling its 

boughs. Suddenly a mighty howl broke emanated from at little knot in at the head of 

the sprout. It ’s echoing cries wracked Ulmus painfully yet Dr Quercus appeared 

unperturbed. The thing began to ooze liquid from and flail awkwardly.  

‘Dr Quercus?’   Ulmus asked tentatively as the good doctor made efforts to soothe and 

nurture the distressed little seedli ng. ‘What were these things grown in before we 

grew them in vases? Before we were here? What was the name of the chamber they 

sprouted in naturally?’  

As the seedling settled Dr Quercus watered its mushy compost, and without turning to 

face Ulmus replied, ‘ It was called a womb.’  

  

Hayley Rutherford 

 

White Tulips 

 

I’m half in love with the man who comes with the flowers. Every Wednesday afternoon 

he’s here, when the coffee cups are cleared and we’re waiting in limbo for five o’clock 

and the changeover and the evening folk. He wears grubby fleeces that my ma would 

sniff at, sometimes a baseball cap; but it’s okay, it’s turned the right way. He doesn’t 

speak much. Actually I was scared he was English or something, but then one day I 

took the tulips off him (they were white tulips, they lasted longer than a week so I 

took a few home when nobody was looking). When our hands brushed he looked up 

and said, all Glaswegian like,  Will I just get the payment at the bar? like he’d not been 

here a million times before and like maybe he just wanted something to say. I looked 

back and smiled and I was still smiling when I realised I should reply and so said Aye.  

It’s his last day today. I’m hiding in back of house because I don’t want to see him and 

be sad. J is texting me asking if I want to come over to his tonight cos he has a 

waterbed now and a new Xbox game, like I care about either of those things. Go on, 

speak to him. My manager’s taking glee in my discomfort as always but it’s only cos 
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she loves me. Just ask him for his number. She brushes my hair through to make it 

shiny. 

I’ve never asked a boy for his number in my life. Like, I’ve never needed to. It’s never 

occurred to me. Guys watch me like I’m something on the screen and they can’t draw 

their eyes away. Creeps are everywhere, you just have to pick the good ones. They’re 

always nice at first but then it’s boring. I never think of what comes next, just what’s 

on offer the now. All those WhatsApp notifications and the dirty pictures they send 

me—like a girl wants to look at a thing like that, mushrooming in darkness and 

ugliness. My manager calls it Ego.  

There’s never enough time to sort through the messages, to sift out the good ones. I 

could have a man for every night of the week if I wanted. But who would?  

I don’t even know his name. I used to have this daydream where we’d be walking 

around B&Q together—you know the outdoor garden bit—and every now and then 

he’d stop to tell me what things were called. He knew the names of all the flowers and 

shrubs and sometimes the trees. He’d say words 

like cascades and ovals and crescents, gesturing to the jungle of stuff around us . I 

didn’t care about the names but I liked that he wasn’t quiet or awkward like other 

boys and that he would just talk and talk so I could listen. We’d go for hot chocolates 

afterwards and maybe he’d meet my granny who would like him a lot cos he always 

says Thanks and Take Care. He’d bring her tulips, white ones, like the ones he gave 

me. 

He’s leaving out the door now with the other girl from the florist  whose fleece 

matches his. They’re carrying the boxes of last week’s flowers, with the shrivelled tips 

and the silver gravel and that weird green thing they call  oasis. The bell for the 

kitchen is ringing but I wait till he’s all the way out the door.  

Take Care, I whisper, hating myself.   I enter the kitchen and my manager pulls me 

aside. 

Here. 

What is it?  

I flip open the card and there’s a clipart picture of Robert Burns roses in a vase. The 

name of the florist, an email, a number.  

Never too late, she says, brushing past me with the confidence I want.  

 

Maria Sledmere 

 

Ungodly Hour 
 

The girl ran.  
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Leaves crunched under her bare feet as she veered into the woods, twigs splintering 

and scratching her skin, but she barely noticed. Though she didn’t dare look bac k and 

see if he was still following, she didn’t need to.  

Behind her, she could hear a hulking figure crashing through the undergrowth.  

Breathless, she pushed her way through thorny branches, unable to help leaving a 

trail. Tripping on a tree root, she stum bled and fell- but her pursuer was still fighting 

with the thorn bushes.  

Scrambling to her feet, she lurched forwards again, forced herself through the gap 

between two close-growing firs. The bark tore her clothing, but she clawed her way in, 

landed on her knees on the ground.  

A clearing. Trees on all sides. Nowhere to run.  

Slowly, she turned around to face the man who had followed. He reached out for her, 

but stopped at the sound of rustling. Bare feet and the hems of dresses whispered 

over the leaf strewn ground as figures began to emerge from the trees, surrounding 

them. 

‘Welcome’, said the girl, and the circle enclosed them.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

Waiting  

The surface of the water is still. There are no ripples, nothing disturbing the calm, the 

peace. There is an eerie silence in the air, a strange sense of fear, of apprehension. 

Of waiting.  

The sky is grey and the water is grey. The weather never changes over this lake - there 

is the perpetual silence, the calm before the storm, the gritty closeness when all yo u 

need is thunder. Even the trees have faded, faded into the background.  

Nothing new has happened here for centuries. No -one knew has arrived. But still, one 

man sits.  

Time has worn him away, and he is as grey as the trees, grey as the lake, grey as the 

sky. He sits in the oppressive quiet. He, too, is waiting.  

Nothing changes. Nothing has changed. But here he will wait.  

Until the rain comes. Until Arthur returns.  

 

Maura Kenny 
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Winter in Hangzou 

 

The scene in front of me seemed liable to vanish altogethe r, such was the paleness of 

it all: the surrounding hills, even those in the foreground were devoid of form and the 

dullest of blues; the willows were dead and wept the loss of their summertime wisps; 

the sun barely bothered to part the clouds, content for  formality’s sake, on sending 

out a few effete beams. And the lake, reflecting all this as it ought to do, found 

nothing worth exemplifying in its stillness, dutifully bowing to the bareness of it all so 

that above, around and below were equally as lugubrious. O’ winter!  

 

Marcus Bechelli  

 

Irreparable 

 

He sat among the shattered remnants of what had once been a favourite – if a little 

abstract and odd-looking – vase. Brightly coloured shrapnel lay amidst the scattered 

flowers that, when pieced together they had held. And that was just it – the vase 

could be put back together: each tiny splinter glued back into place. New flowers 

could be bought and the cut on his hand would heal. But the reason the vase was 

smashed…not all the glue in the world, not all the t ears, nor all the king’s men could 

ever find a way to put that back together again.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Three 
 

Storm 
 

Dance 
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The Light Fandango 

 

It all starts with a bow. A delicate nod of respect from either partner. And then they 

begin. There is a grace to it – though it is not always easy to see. It always looks like a 

battle, and perhaps in a way it is. It is certainly not something you would want to be 

caught in the middle of. Two formidable partners rage war across the sky; and yet, 

from afar, from a safe place – you see the true beauty and the raw power of the 

dance. Saturated clouds serve as the dance floor as they roll and turn and twist 

together. They are their own music and their own light. Thunder and Lightning; 

smiling and dancing across the night.  

 

Heather Caldwell 
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Christmas Dance 

  

The dance had been cancelled due to a storm. Alex stared out of his window, watching 

as the oak tree struggled against the strong wind. This thrashing strengthened his 

violent urges. The sky was a mixture of orange and blue,  the orange gradually 

dominating, in the same way his anger defeated his rationality.  

He imagined blood draining from Jason’s face. His handsome face wouldn’t be 

handsome anymore. His laughter becoming screams. He had planned it for weeks, 

planning precisely how he would do it. Normally, Christmas dances were torture for 

him, but this year he was excited as the popular people.  

The storm ruined these plans, but it encouraged him as well. He grabbed a pair of 

scissors and attacked his kilt. It didn’t satisfy his urges. The howl outside became an 

inspiring chant. He knew Jason’s address and he felt confident the storm wouldn’t 

harm him. 

He grabbed the biggest knife he could find from the kitchen, momentarily admiring its 

sharpness. Running to the front door, he  was about to put the key in the lock but 

halted at the sound of his father’s voice.  

‘Alex, what are you doing?’  

‘Just going out for a bit.’  

‘Not in this weather.’  

‘Just for a wee while. It’s not too bad.’  

The door groaned and shook as Alex moved to open i t. His father rushed towards him 

and grabbed his arm. He had to get Jason, he pulled out his knife. His dad gasped as it 

was plunged deep into his stomach, his face turned white, as though he had already 

become a ghost. He heard his mother’s scream from wh at seemed a very far distance. 

Murder wasn’t as satisfying as he had envisioned.  

After he had been arrested, he discovered Jason had been killed in the storm that 

night, along with some fellow pupils. They had decided to have a party. The village 

was distraught over the news. 

 

James Hunter 

Dancing 

 

My husband drowned that winter. Swept away by the river when it burst its banks. 

Went right on down that serpentine, through the storm and up into the boiling black 

clouds for all I know. 

I dug a grave, but I had nothing to put it in but the same earth I tossed up out of it. I 
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put up a headstone, and all I could think to carve on it was My Love in jagged Roman 

letters. He drowned, and I mourned him. That was life, and that was that.  

It was two winters after when he came back to me like the clouds had spat him back 

down to earth, sodden and soggy and dragging half of himself behind him. He came 

banging on my door with a waterlogged fist, and when I opened it he smiled with a 

mouth like an old rusted tap.  

“Darlin’,” he said, through a mouthful of leeches. “Sorry I been gone so long. I’l l make 

it up to you. You wanna dance?”  

It had been him who taught me to keep a knife at my belt. It wasn’t a habit I’d 

forgotten. “Sure do.”  

There was still nothing more to put on the headstone after that. I’d already buried my 

love these two years hence.  

But there’d be something to go in the earth, now. So that was nice.  

  

Thomas Boyle 

 

Music Inside 

 

She dances in the rain. The cold of it soaks through her dress, chill ing her skin, 

drenching her hair. The rivulets of it run down her face like tears, but she isn’t crying, 

not now. Not in this moment, as the thunder cracks and the lightning strikes and the 

rain pours and pours and pours.  

She dances in the rain, leaping in time with booms o f thunder, pirouetting in time 

with flashes of lightning, uses the bounce of the raindrops on the pavement as her 

beat. Her steps are light and she soars along, her heart full of happiness.  

She dances in the rain, her face tilted up to the storm. She laugh s delightedly.  

 

Maura Kenny 

Dance With Me 

 

‘So different, to be joined at the hip.’  

Twins. One with curled hair, one with straight; one with careful makeup, one bare -

faced. Suzie hobbling around a tennis court with Sally grumbling at her side, Sally 

curling up to read aloud on the couch with Suzie pretending not to listen.  

It was never an option, for one to leave the other behind.  
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They danced together. People whispered about whether or not this was because no 

one else would ask them, but they were mesmerisi ng to watch. It seemed to be the 

only thing they agreed on; moving utterly in sync, as one.  

Four arms swaying up towards the ceiling.  

Two feet stamping in rhythm on the floor.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

Yggdrasil 

 

There is a Tree at the centre of the worlds – at the centre of all worlds. It is the point 

of connection between this realm and the next, and the next, and the next; each 

world precariously held in place as they dance around each other – passing from 

bough to bough. 

No matter where you stand, the Tree is never the same twice: sometimes a bouquet in 

full bloom, sometimes rich in sweet and poisonous fruits. There are times when it 

bares nothing at all – only brittle, unyielding branches. And sometimes it is everything 

all at once. Yggdrasil is as varied as t he world she carries.  

Solidly planted in the middle of existence where the warmth of bright skies passes 

into the starry depths of the spaces beyond. Roots twining down as deep as Hell with 

the highest branches reach to brush the base of the Heavens.  

  

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Four 
 

Shoelaces 
 

Smog 
 

“ The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman “ 
(King Lear – Shakespeare) 

 
 

 



P a g e  | 25 

He who listens… 

William’s heart broke first, but his laces followed swiftly after. As he fled the scene, 

racing through filthy puddles down stinking smoky alleyways those laces split and sent 

him flying. 

For longer than was comfortable he considered not getting up from the puddle he 

landed in.  

Spurned as he was, he might spurn in turn and call that fair. Denied love as he was, he 

might deny the world his life and call that just.  

But something soft patted his head, and then strong fingers we re lifting him by the 

roots of his hair. Dropped suddenly back on his heels, he rocked against the slick 

stones of the wall.  

Through the smoke he could see a tall hat, a wide grin, a pair of eyes, but it was only 

intuition that told him they belonged to a man. 

A handkerchief dabbed at William’s face, though he could make out no hand holding 

it. Hidden in the smog, he told himself. Blurred and lost in bitter tears.  

“Poor boy,” said the stranger. “I could hear your screaming for miles.”  

“I wasn’t screaming,” William sniffed.  

The smile widened, and the smog grew thicker. William coughed against the sudden 

scent of sulphur. “But you were, William. That’s always been the difference between 

the two of us. God speaks,” said the stranger, “but I listen.”  

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

White Rose 

Her eyes glistened with greed as she stretched out her pale hands. A golden ring on 

her finger was the only colour that broke through the smoke. Smoke that slowly 

engulfed her hand, nesting itself in every crack of her skin. Her index finger  and 

thumb balanced the joint ever so delicately.  

The glowing fire crawled up further along the paper with every inhale she took. While 

the leaf burned away, ashes remained. White, crispy flakes of burnt paper and a drug 

that was far too easy to come by. A  smile began to spread across her face, replacing 

her stiffness with an uneasy calm and eagerness to forget. Looking down at the thin, 

rolled up paper in her hand, every barrier that she had every put in place to control 

her thoughts, broke down. One after  the other. Until there were no more controls. No 

more boxes to allocate ideas and no more logical, separate strings of thought. Instead, 

her freshly cleansed mind constructed a web, stringing all thoughts in one endless, 

new mesh. 
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Her eyes bore deeper into the end of the joint, where the fire devoured the contents 

of the rolling paper and spat out dust and smog. She could hear the crackling as the 

paper first began to glow, then turn black and then all that was left were ashes. The 

more she smoked, the more the paper burnt away in front of her and peeled off until 

grey snowflakes danced to the floor. Each inhale revealed a new layer of ashes, like a 

flower whose most inner petals could only be seen once the outer ones were plucked 

off. It was a white rose that only existed as long as you smoked.  

 

I.H. 

 

Faraway from Home 

How I long to see Scotland again! I’l l perish in this Chinatown. Shrouded in smog so 

thick one can’t even discern his own feet from the ground! Even the sad neon lights 

have been snuffed. The whole city’s shut itself down and everyone I pass is with 

masks. 

And the moon—poor soul!—smudged in the sky like a chalky mistake on a blackboard. 

A carcinogenic splutter from below—from man!—is emanating upwards: soaring into 

the ether and billowing, like a blanket over the land. Pitiable Mother Nature, we have 

besmirched her! She’s coughing now. God help her, what have we done! Please don’t 

be anything serious! It’ll pass I promise, just give it a couple of days. Soon we’ll all be 

able gaze once more, at  a sky as clear as quartz. Soon, the hoarseness of your cough 

will give way, and in its place a determined tempest. And no sooner will you be 

blowing the murky vapours as though they were mere cobwebs on your bedpost!  

Such are the ruminations that contend me; futile hopes and promises, useless 

reassurances—the likes! Scotland, O’ bonnie Scotland, with your dells and clean 

water; with your brooks and boughs and bespangled sky. Take me there, take me 

there once more! Let me smell again that Scottish verdure!  

  

Marcus Bechelli  

 

A Day Like All Others 

She tied her keys into her shoelaces, just as she did every morning. Her mother yelled 

at her for sleeping in, just as she did every morning. She had two slices of toast with 

blackcurrant jam, just as she did every morning. She left the house at 8.25am, just as 

she did every morning. And she walked to work. Just as she did every morning.  

It was a cold, damp day. There was a dense fog over everything, turning the distant 

buildings into ghostly shadows. People plodded along, heads down, eyes on the 

pavement. Everyone was grey. Everything was grey.  
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She walked slowly, every step heavy and deliberate, in no hurry to arrive. The cold 

chilled her to the bone and she hugged her jacket tighter around her. The wind sent 

tiny daggers into her exposed skin, and she shivered, regretting not bringing a scarf.  

It was just another day, the same as every other. She could never have expected what 

came next. 

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Milk & Sugar 

To be honest, I expected fire. I expected brimstone. I expected screaming and little 

creatures with horns and tails running around with pitchforks.  

I didn’t expect music –  or, at least, not Mozart. I didn’t expect a gleaming titled floor 

or carved marble pillars. In my idea of Hell there was no grand sweepin g staircase; no 

warmly glowing candles in sconces on the walls; no huge and intricate stained -glass 

windows. Indeed, I wouldn’t have known it was Hell at all if not for the large letters 

carved into the floor welcoming me to it.  

I didn’t expect the faint c lick of Italian shoes on expensive titles. I didn’t expect him 

to be wearing a suit – or to smile. I certainly didn’t expect to be offered tea.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Five 
 

Gravity 
 

Cigarettte 
 

“ Dollhouse  “ 
(Melanie Martinez) 
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Comets 

I’ve got a comet dangling from my lips. Somehow, some way, it got itself  into my 

capsule with me. Only friend I’ve got up here that isn’t the whispering light of a 

distant star. It’s burning itself away in a sad little spiral as we go round and round 

together, watching the big blue marble in the distance. We float together, lo oking out 

through the window into space, and I think of the marbles ma used to buy me at the 

fair. I used to knock them together, try to crack them. Never did. Never could. Was 

never quite strong enough.  

I’m feeling strong today.  

Something whirs. The camera in the corner’s spinning too, into focus, and down on 

the surface of that marble maybe somebody’s spinning out of their chair to go 

screaming at whoever let me smuggle cigarettes onto a space station.  

You won’t go to prison, they said, while they told me  just what I would go to. I’d go to 

the limits of human endurance up here at lagrange -3, and they’d watch what me 

waste away of Van Allen Syndrome.  

Camera’s light’s blinking. I’ve got a message waiting.  

I’ll just bet.  

They put strings on me, when I came up here. Not tight enough. Maybe this is their 

dollhouse, but I’m no doll.  

I take my sad little comet and let it strike home. It melts through a protective casing, 

shorts a wire, a panel by the window goes from red to green.  

It’s not a window anymore. Now it ’s a door.  

I’m out in a heartbeat, out to say a fond farewell to those whispering stars, and to 

take my place among them. My strings are cut. They won’t even see me go.  

I’m not a doll. I’m a comet.  

Feels like today I could crack one of those marbles.  

  

Thomas Boyle 

 

Show Me How 

“Fucking stupid piece of shit l ighter,” she snapped, words mangled slightly around the 

cigarette clamped between her lips, cupping her hand awkwardly around the end of it, 

clicking the lighter fruitlessly. Her movements were clearly inexpert, and I couldn’t 

help my laugh. 

“Give me that, you idiot,” I said, taking both the lighter and the cigarette from her 

and lighting it easily, allowing myself one pull only before pocketing the lighter and 
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handing her the lit cigarette. “Can I ask w hy? You don’t smoke. I know this because 

you’ve often gave me long lectures about the health risks, even though other than a 

few sneaky ones on a stressful day I haven’t properly smoked in years.”  

She took the cigarette from me carefully and gingerly, as i f holding a bomb. “Because 

two women standing outside a random house is suspicious and shady, but two women 

standing outside a random house passing a cigarette between them are just out for a 

smoke,” she said primly, and I smiled, impressed despite myself.  

“Smart,” I said, grudgingly, and she grinned smugly, taking a too -deep drag on the 

cigarette and choking, her cough loud in the empty street. I chuckled, and she 

glowered at me. “You’ll draw more attention doing it wrong,” I said, and she sighed, 

clearly unwilling to admit I was right. “Let me show you how? Watch me,” I said, as I 

plucked the cigarette from her hand, and, exaggerating my movements, took a careful 

drag. I blew out the smoke, and suppressed a shiver at her eyes watching me so 

intently, watching my lips. I took another puff and gave it back. “Now you try,” I said, 

and she did.  

I stared at her, glad that the dim light hid my blush. She blew out, with only a tiny 

cough, and I smiled proudly. “You’re a natural,” I said, and she grimaced.  

“I don’t  like the taste,” she said, and I laughed.  

“You’ll get used to it,” I said, tilting my head back, squinting through the smoke.  

“I hope I don’t,” she said, and I didn’t argue.  

We stood there, trading the cigarette back and forth, and the atmosphere was 

strange, tense, hot. Every time our fingers touched I felt a spark, no matter how cliché 

that sounded. And I knew that wasn’t just the lit end of the cigarette. I couldn’t drag 

my eyes away from her lips, her throat, her eyes. Her dark skin glowed in the yello w 

streetlamps. She was beautiful.  

“There he is,” she said suddenly, breaking the silence, her voice hoarse. I glanced 

across the road to see our mark, finally leaving his house.  

I squinted down at my watch. “He’s early,” I murmured, and then extinguished t he 

cigarette. “You ready?” I asked, but she stiffened.  

“He saw us,” she said, tight and scared, and my brain worked lightning fast.  

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and then I kissed her, my arms wrapping around her, her 

hands touching my back gently, her touch growing firmer, the kiss deepening. And 

then I remembered where I was, and I broke away, breathing heavily.  

“Why were you sorry?” she said, her face very close to mine, and I knew we had a job 

to do, and I could see our mark, out the corner of my eye, wande ring away, but all I 

could think about was her.  

“I wanted the first time to be for real,” I said faintly, unable to pull together the brain 

cells to lie, and her eyes went soft.  

“The second time can be for real,” she said, and it sounded like a promise.  
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I nodded, a smile growing across my face, and she shook her head fondly, reaching 

into her jacket and pulling out her gun.  

“Shall we?” she said wickedly, and I nodded again, following her down the street.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Ashes to Ashes  

If you flick the ash from the butt of a cigarette and there’s no wind, then the ash just 

falls. No wind to carry it, the ash just drops. Like Newton’s apple, crashing on your 

head, it’s like a revelation. It makes you think doesn’t it. Standing here in the muddy 

grass surrounded by tombstones, I think that breath and wind are kind of the same 

things. The wind is the world’s breath, I suppose. I flick my own cigarette a little 

more, just to make sure, and there’s no wind so the ash just hits the ground. The grass 

is only this muddy cos our procession has turned the ground up. I blow the end of my 

cigarette just so I can watch a couple of bits flake off and float away for a second, but 

once my breath stops they don’t get very far. They just fall. Into the ground, where we 

just put Uncle Nick. My own breath stings my throat a bit, it makes my eyes water. I 

flick the rest of the butt to the ground. The ground where we just put Uncle Nick. He 

didn’t want cremated. Too ironic. To let the ashes consume you in death as they did in 

life. I watch the glowing embers of the cigarette turn to grey dust. Like Uncle Nick, in 

the ground, who’ll be dust soon too.  

  

Hayley Rutherford 
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Starlight Smoke 

Six packs. He slips them neatly in his pockets, stubs a cigarette out on the concrete, 

orange tip entering a galaxy of gum and gravel. Stars are incongruous tonight, too 

much warmth in the air; there’s something about a star that suggests silvery shivers 

and winter. Pieces of ice, dead shards of light.  

No less than ten minutes till the bus comes, but f or whatever reason he lets it pass 

when it does, trundling by in hot dark smog.  

He wanders all the way up the high street, cuts down two alleys, across the park and 

up to the close along near Tesco’s. Takes twice as long. Ash stains on the buttons 

where folk have stubbed out fags. He can feel the crinkle of their fingerprints as he 

pushes the buzzer for flat 6/3. There’s always a delay; he pictures her listening to 

music under the sheets with her legs swinging long in the air. Smell of burnt pizza and 

marijuana. Sweat. Such a walk up the stairs.  

– Hey. 

– Hey yourself.  

They kiss so casual now. He’s perfected it on the stage of street corners; the quick nip 

before she twirls away.  

The flat’s in total shadow. She hovers in the doorway like a moth, briefly attra cted to 

the light in the hall, before ushering him in. This is the moment he’d like to melt his 

tongue in the heat of her throat, but they don’t do that anymore. The walls don’t bear 

their bodies like before. They’re fixed to the ground, a distance between  them. 

Some kind of lo-fi dub thrums from her room. The vibrations stir in his gut.  

– Kitchen? 

– Sure. 

Whir of kettle steam. Dirt -rich grounds of coffee. He watches her fuss in the 

cupboards, looking for mugs. Pulls out Silk Cuts.  

– Want one? 

– I thought you were gonna quit.  

– Six more. Packs that is. Jason bought them in duty -free, seemed a shame to waste.  

– I wish you wouldn’t in here. The landlady…  

He lights it anyway, then lights another one on the glow of the first. Passes it to her. 

Electric twitch as they brush fingertips. She takes the longer drag.  

– Damn. 

– It’s been some day.  
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– I’ll say.  

He watches her float by the cooker. There’s a 27% chance she’ll cook rice and chilli if 

he sits tight long enough. The smoke swirls up in wispish clouds from her m outh as 

she fingers a bottle of wine in lieu of the forgotten coffee. In ten minutes, the lipstick 

will dry with a reddish stain and the soft skin will peel and crackle, plastic. She’s 

prettier that way, a bit of a bee-sting. Later, her hair will drape over the sheets, 

tobacco scent gleamed with grease. In the morning, by the window, she’ll comb out 

the aroma. The nicotine mist comes off her as he reads her aura. Under her nails, skin 

flakes and fridge crystals. Suddenly, he wants to kiss her.  

Steam from the kettle. Shuffling of slippers; the flatmate practicing speeches next 

door. 

– Can’t keep her grounded, that one.  

– I’ll say.  

Her mouth breathes out greyish vapours when she talks. Soon, he’s feeling his hand in 

her hair, its sticky rivulets. His vision sl ipping out of focus. Somehow she’s with him 

on the chair and the candlelight flickers. Tiny particles spill like glitter against the 

window. There’s a sign on the wine saying ‘Recipe for Lust’. Together, entwined like 

this, they can only combust.  

Maria Sledmere 

 

Temporary Reverie 

Transcendence. Temporary as it was, though we won’t dwell on its transience for now. 

Let our hero bask in wonders self -invoked. Because right now Science (that virtuous 

and level-headed being!) had already untied her corset, and wa s beginning to loosen 

her shawl; disburdening herself, as it were, from the eons of constraint and rigidity 

that had been heaved upon her bosom. She let the garment drop from her shoulder, 

then, forgetting herself, let her shoulder drop along with it, and then the rest of her 

vessel disbanded and gave way to infinite and impossible forms.  

‘Don’t worry, it’s ok. Don’t be ashamed!’ our hero reassured her, blushing as she was. 

‘You’re even more beautiful than you were before’. And, dear reader, I would hasten 

to reaffirm his observations, for she seemed now to emit an expression (somewhere in 

that coagulation of matter incomprehensible to us) that was, shall we say, truer to 

herself. She was the constellations, pulsating energy, and everything stripped of 

explanation and reason. 

We had christened her, named her, then moulded her into our form; but the corset 

was off, and so was the shawl, and in her nakedness she admitted the impossibility of 

our mould: she dispelled our notions of understanding hitherto, and in  her bubbling 

mass of energies and stars and infinite and nothingness she became a crystallisation 

of her own antithesis: she transformed into God, and our hero felt for the first time 

since he were a child: faith—faith in something more! 
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Then, just then, another magical phenomenon which we call Gravity harked to our 

hero in the midst of it all, calling him down. So down he fell accordingly, as Gravity 

came closer. Then he saw that Gravity was not Gravity but his girlfriend, and she was 

telling him to wake up. She sounded in despair! He opened his eyes.  

Seeing that our hero was alive and well her apprehension transpired to vexation. She 

grabbed whatever elixir it was that sat between his middle and forefinger, and 

stubbed it on the nearest thing: the dollhou se unused which; realising it wasn’t being 

used for nothing else, sought work in a new profession, collecting dust particles.  

  

Marcus Bechelli  

 

Burnt Dreams 

Each weekend his daughter would arrive with her dollhouse, the one he had bought 

her. While she played, he watched her, smoking and drinking. As the smoke circled the 

room her eyes would water and the coughing would begin.  

In the dollhouse, none of the family smoked or drank. The son had made it past one 

year old and the parents weren’t divorced. Thing s were perfect for them. He could see 

how much that perfect family comforted her; often she would fall asleep beside the 

house, smiling. She loved that family.  

He, on the other hand, despised that family with all his heart. It was like being 

subjected to your least favourite TV show every night; he knew reality and after a few 

beers, he’d wish his bitch of a daughter would face it too. The booze often made him 

angrier, yet at the same time, it helped numb the tortuous experience.  

One weekend he had bought himself an especially expensive bottle of whisky. Why, he 

wasn’t sure; he just felt he deserved it. When his ex -wife came by to drop off his 

daughter, it was hard not to grab it and smash it across her face. But he managed to 

control himself; that was something to be proud of at least.  

It was the usual routine; his daughter acted out a variety of perfect scenarios while he 

sipped the whisky. He stared at the cheap plastic dolls, wishing he could melt them 

with his eyes. Those perfect scenes; at least give me  some conflict, some drama, he 

thought to himself.  

As he finished off the last drop of whisky, his daughter drifted off to sleep on the 

carpet, with the same smug smile she always wore.  

He got off the couch and walked over to the house. He stared down at i t, feeling 

suddenly like an all -powerful God. And he felt the need to smite. Staring at the blank -

faced mother, he thought she had the same emotional coldness as his ex -wife. He lit a 

cigarette and dropped it on the house.  

Unexpectedly, the fire caught quickly and the house erupted in flames. After a 

moment’s shock, he watched it and found it a pleasant sight. He heard coughing and 

turned to see his daughter staring up at the dollhouse. Tears fil led her eyes.  
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He stamped down on the house, extinguishing the fire with his shoes. But it was left in 

ruins, blackened wood scattered across the living room. He laughed when he saw the 

melted faces of the families. But his daughter cried.  

She never came on weekends again. But he didn’t mind. Now he could enjoy his 

whisky in silence.  

  

James Hunter 

 

Playing Pretend 

I untie the doll’s shoelaces.  

It’s important to do that, not to just pull the shoes off. There are stockings 

underneath, to keep her china feet warm, and I might tear them if I pull the shoes. I 

wiggle them off instead. They’re a funny shape, made specially from red leather.  

I have a pair to match.  

Ice skates next. There isn’t any ice, but we’re playing a game. They aren’t proper 

skates either; the blades are only plastic. But I can pretend.  

‘What are you doing, love?’ 

Mummy tousles the top of my hair like she does. I can smell cigarette smoke under 

the flowery perfume, under the mint gum, but I don’t think I should tell her. I 

concentrate on lacing up the skates.  

‘Are you playing with Netta?’  

I know why she asks. It’s obvious what I’m doing, but we’re playing a game. This is the 

time that Daddy gets in from work, and Mummy likes me to be in the room just in 

case. He argues with her in a nice voice in front of me, and I know he’s still angry. But 

I can pretend. 

  

Molly Duffield 

 

12 Neat Flowerbeds 

‘Places.  Places, Get in your places.’  

I can’t help but smile at the words as we are ushered in to stand against the striped 

wall. Every day in that perfect house, surrounded by my perfect family, living my 

perfect my life – just waiting for the call of ‘places’. Every visitor was treated to the 

full show, free of charge; and we played our roles like our lives depended on them. 

Which, in fact, they did. Father, Mother, Son, Daughter – the nuclear family that was 
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the envy of every other nuclear family in the neighbourhood. But they didn’t see what 

happens behind the curtains: the compulsive cheat with an abusive streak; or his 

alcoholic wife, popping pills at every chance; the little girl who liked to start fires; 

and, of course, me. 

‘Throw  on our dress and put on your doll faces.’  

But no one questions perfect. No one questions when a new patch of grass has been 

dug up in the garden. Just a new flowerbed, they think, one that’ll  look nicer than 

anything you could dig.  People see what they want to see, for the most part; but 

sometimes someone will see a little more than they were ever supposed to see. A 

wrong peak through the wrong curtains at the wrong time and the dollhouse 

crumbling down. 

‘Picture.  Picture. Smile for the picture.’  

But we don’t smile. I try, but they tell me to stop – you don’t smile for a mugshot.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Six 
 

Necklace 
 

Riot 
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Foul-weather Friend  

Sooner or later, everyone got tired of her. It was a novelty for people to watch the 

first time; to lead her outside when she started to panic, to imagine they could soothe 

her with a calming word or two. But anxiety can be boring when you’re not the one 

who has it.  

Jess never got bored.  

No matter what the problem was, she made sure she was generally nearby. Even st uck 

in a hospital bed, she remote-controlled herself into a sitting position and listened as 

Jennifer stammered her way through her latest worry.  

‘I- I just keep panicking that something’s going to happen -’  

‘Something has happened, Jenny. I had a bloody br ain operation.’  

‘I mean something bad. I don’t sleep at night -’  

‘Don’t worry, Jenny. I’m fine’, she bared her teeth, but it didn’t look much like a 

smile, ‘Living til eighty, remember? Having the cute ginger twins? None of this ringing 

a bell?’  

‘I just worry about you so much.’  

‘Right. Jesus’, Jessica bit her lip, fumbling at the charm at her neck - and then, among 

the bruises, her eyes lit up. She scrabbled at the clasp of the necklace, let it drop 

loose into her hand and held it out, ‘There you go. Insuran ce.’  

‘What do you mean?’  

‘I mean you take this while I’m in here, and then I’ll come and get it back once I’m 

home’, she twined the chain around Jennifer’s fingers, tucked the charm into her 

hand, ‘Don’t lose it, though. That would ruin the gesture.’  

‘But it’s your favourite-’ 

‘Well, you’re my favourite too. You better run along now, it’s almost dinner time, and 

I’m not at my most attractive getting fed with a spoon…’  

Even ten years later, it was unbearable not to have Jess anymore - but it helped, 

sometimes, to hold the charm around her neck.  

  

Molly Duffield 
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Cursed Something 

“It’s a cursed necklace.”  

“It is  not a cursed necklace,” I sighed, snatching the box away from her. “It’s just a 

normal old necklace in a normal old box, stop tampering with the fuc king evidence.”  

She stuck her tongue out at me and I raised an eyebrow. “Real mature,” I snipped, and 

she pointedly turned her back on me, returning to cataloguing and bagging the piles of 

junk in this musty old room. 

I had unearthed a mouldy old-fashioned fan, three dusty fake flower bouquets and 

what looked disturbingly like a mouse skeleton before she spoke again.  

“I’m telling you,” she said, poking me in the ribs, “something in here has to be 

cursed.”  

I groaned, exasperated. “Can I be there when you tel l the Captain that you think the 

old lady was cursed? I’m sure he’s gonna love it.”  

“I’m not saying that she was killed by a cursed object,” she said, as if it was obvious. 

“I’m just saying that in all these piles of junk, chances are something is cursed. And 

it’s usually a necklace.”  

I held up the music box I’d just uncovered. “You’re sure it’s not the music box that’s 

cursed? You know, you open it, the music plays, everything falls into a deep sleep that 

no-one ever wakes from…”  

She grinned. “I know you’re mocking me, but the day really will go quicker if we find 

cursed things and not just rotted food.”  

I laughed, amused despite myself. “First one to find a human skull wins?”  

“Loser buys the drinks?”  

“You’re on.”  

 

Maura Kenny 
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For a Kingdom 

They say that full fathom five a goddess lies, in a shark -bit sepulchre worn by waves.  

They say that she hangs in chains there, locked away in the deepest of dungeons.  

They say she waits, for something.  

For someone. 

And they are right.  

The crown prince was thrown, amulet  of office and all, over the cliff and down  

To find his own way back from the storm -tossed sea. He did not find his way back,  

In the end, but his way forward.  

He was dragged down to the darkest depths, where the sun does not deign to light,  

Anyone’s way, but leaves that duty to the things better suited to it.  

The Amulet his father gave him, to be passed on to his queen when he was a man 

grown, 

Was stolen away from him to lie amongst pearls, another sunken treasure.  

When he found air and light again he was a mid candles and stained glass, and the  

Soft clanking of thin chains.  

His amulet lay on the stone before him, and when he snatched it up he found himself  

Staring into eyes like bubbles of jet, over rough coral lips and a jagged shark’s teeth 

grin. 

There she knelt, chained in her own temple. The Nameless Queen, cast from heaven,  

Her name never to be spoken, not after her little war so shook the earth.  

“What do you seek?” she said, in a voice like clacking shells. “What sad pilgrim makes  

visitation here? There are no gods this deep save those pulled apart by crabs.”  

“I seek my birthright,” he said, clutching his amulet so hard his hand bled. “My 

kingdom.”  

“What would you give for it?”  

“Anything.” He grasped the necklace. Responding to his unspoken resolve, the chain 

slid open. 

“Then give me your hand. Slip it through my chains, and be bound here with me. Give 

me 

The life taken, the soul stolen. Give me the love, fill the void that binds me here.And 

so bind the 

world above.”  

The amulet wound over her chains, dang ling around her neck. “What will I call you, my 

lady?”  

“A man might call his lady love, he might call her his sweetest dove, but I…I was 

called…I was called  

harpy and I was called whore, I was called to by sailors who yearned for the shore…I 

was called 

by the hermits who prayed themselves mine, but now you shall call me, I shall 

be…Undine.”  

The temple shook. The windows broke, and water poured in in torrents.  

“What would you have of me, my lord husband?”  

“A riot, first. A rebellion. A war. A conquest.” said  the prince, as water lapped at his 

ankles. 

“A kingdom.”  
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Thomas Boyle 

 

Dredged Up 

It was like a pearl necklace. The dark shadows encircling the delicate white throat. A 

secret sunken so long in the deep that oysters themselves might have taken pity on 

her and sutured the vice on her neck. The embittered sea life weeping pearlescent 

tears, she was once their ornament, their idol in the temple of the deep. Now she was 

drawn from her watery rest she was no longer opal and beautiful, she was just so 

white. 

  

Hayley Rutherford 

 

The Concrete Warrior 

He peels the stripping from an incense stick, with such precision as to suggest it’s 

been his life’s goal to discover what was hidden by sawdust paste and sandalwood 

slivers. It turns out to be a mere bamboo reed, an cient tool of inscription. There’s a 

sense of the inevitable here. What good would it do to now lick the coating? It tastes 

of terrible regrets. His concentration lacks thrift; thrives on the excessive.  

You could cure depression, he argued in last semester ’s essay, by drinking from city 

rivers. The amount of oestrogen in the water was warping school after school of fish; 

contraceptives left the body in women’s piss and slowly diluted their chemicals 

through the current. Not to mention the lithium deposits, the Prozac mass 

surreptitiously making sediment of riverbeds, embedding its serenity in sand particles, 

gemstones, fish eggs. Pesticides were supposed to remove residues, but inevitably 

contributed to further contamination. He drinks freely from the river,  drinks like he’s 

making a statement. Back at the tower block, the others survive on stolen Lucozade, 

but he maintains a healthy faith in  l’eau naturelle .  

His skin, they often said, has that uncanny glow. Like it’s been purified with butane, 

the acne blasted away. Unnatural. Not sleeping, he wrote screeds about the lovely 

truth to be found in raiding bins. No other method could reveal the secrets of our 

governing corporations. The titles were varied and strange:  

Haunted Monopolies: How Our Supermarkets Invo ke the Waning of History 

Circuits of Trolleys: What Your Shopping Basket Says about Fertility and Self -

Governance 

Euro Trash Girl: How Nightclubs are Hotting Up the Biosphere  

Junk Hook: Washing Up Culture on the Brink of Extinction  
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Alice’s Mirror: Looking Back on Our Selves through the Broken Glass of Suburban Play -

parks  

Perhaps there wasn’t a quick logic to his method but the tutors seemed to like it. 

Scholarships promised like the neon lights of a Vegas strip, but he managed to resist 

the allure. He wanted to remain digging deep in the dirt; could never see himself 

imprisoned, shimmering, in the ivory tower, crowned with the laurels of knowledge. 

He knew his work was utter sludge, the bullshit pulled straight from the earth and 

recycled with choice and sensitive words.  

Morphine pulses through his sleepy veins, night and day. He snaps the stick in his 

mouth. There’s a new immediacy to his presence of being.  Stay in the moment,  he 

scribbles, it’s the only way to resist the messianic pull of the past as it th reatens to 

sandblast every particle of your purified being. Switch off your smartphone, before it’s 

too late. Toss that transient saccharine pleasure away. Crunch the coke can to cut your 

mouth.  

When the riots broke out, many youths came past the tower blo ck on their passage of 

looting. The sky crackled with ersatz thunder, which he concocted himself from the 

safety of an 8th floor window, occasionally dropping M&Ms on the crazed kids below. 

Some of them relinquished their grip on the stolen televisions, th e screens of which 

smashed on the concrete. Others waved their fists with invisible placards, making wild 

proclamations about the vengeance of the earth. By sundown, everyone feasted on 

pizza, leaving the cardboard boxes to grease the streets. He waited un til their cries 

died down then left the building to pick up the mess. Single -handedly, he cleaned his 

street. Not out of pride, or civil duty; but a robotic sense of necessity.  

The incense wafts through the 8th floor window. He assembles his collection of 

needles. There’s an archive of noise he hasn’t yet tapped, an ecstatic whole that 

would affirm itself in the choir of angry shouts. He feels their riots at night, 

remembers the orgiastic disarray of society as something he once needed but now 

didn’t. The tower block seems to rise, its roof of concrete block threatening the fiery 

tips of the sun. Eventually, he knew this would all be molten. The sun would fall. He’d 

bite off each piece of the candy necklace, marking the end of another day. The sugar 

would mix with the heroin in his veins and he’d feel the calm come over him, wave 

after wave; the residue waste of the river washing up, swirling its gurgles in his 

seashell ears, threatening the spillage of sewage, the sludge -work of words, the 

colliding extravagance of year after year. The leftovers, the children. The silt of the 

earth, rising and winning.  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Alive Beneath the Waves 

It doesn’t look like much – lying amidst the silt and algae of centuries –  tiny, shining 

fish weaving in and out of ruins; much bigger fish lying in wait in the shadowy cover 

the ruins provide. In some ways, there is more life in the city now than there ever was 

above the water. Life: growing in and around the very walls, in schools and shoals of 

hundreds. 

The city is so void of human touch; I feel almost unwelcome – a trespasser – seeing 

what is not is not mine to see. There could be thousands here, millions even, in 

forgotten treasures. Jewels gathering grime; golden trinkets hermit crabs now use as 

shells; priceless f igurines and statues swallowed by sand. And, for once, I think they 

are more valuable left as they are.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Seven 
 

Socks 
 

Acorn 
 

“If you don’t turn your life in to a story,  
you just become part of someone else’s story.” 

(The Amazing Maurice and His Educated Rodents - Terry Pratchett) 
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Perspective 

There are lots of characters in every story, but most of them are little more than 

props; saying their line, doing what they do, and then vanishing completely from 

memory. I refuse. I am not a prop and I will not fade because the story demands it. So 

I’ll write a new story – my own story. One where I am the hero. The fact that I’m the 

villain in everyone else’s story is irrelevant.  

 

Heather Caldwell  

 

Knowing Destiny 

The acorn fell far from the tree and landed in the dirt. He knew that he himself was 

destined to be a tree.  

  

But he wasn’t.  

He was eaten by a squirrel.  

  

It filled up the squirrel and made him proud and strong. The squirrel returned to the 

branches of the tree from whence the acorn fell. The squirrel knew he was destined to 

become king of his tree. To find a mate and have many children, to have ultimate rule 

and keep at bay the other males and keep his mates safe. And eat all of the 

nourishment of the tree and grow in to greatness.  

  

But he wasn’t.  

He was eaten by a large bird.  

  

The bird scooped the squirrel, in reverie, from the arms of the tree and lifted him far 

away across the fields. The bird dug in his long claws and pecked voraciously at the 

squirrel’s warm flesh. Once the squirrel was consumed the bird felt satisfied and 

superior. He knew it was his destiny to become a great predator, a fearful shadow in 

the skies reigning dominion over  all below. 

  

But it wasn’t.  

And before he could stretch his wings he was felled by a ginger cat.  
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The cat took the bird, which seemed very small to him, in her mouth. She strutted 

back across the fields to present her well -earned prize to her domestic keepers. Her 

destiny was not grandiose but pure. She knew she was destined to return to her 

keepers, to frolic in her garden, to keep herself warm and well, and live a contended 

life. 

  

But it wasn’t.  

And she was hit by a car.  

  

She had carried her prize so long across the fields but her journey was abruptly halted 

as she tried to traverse the few feet from the wilds of the fields to the haven of her 

garden. The driver got out, he was panicked and concerned. The death of this animal 

was of no benefit to this man. Recognising her home was near his own, he bundled the 

cold little body in the back seat and continued on his way. His day had not gone well. 

He was agitated. But he told himself that his destiny was greater than this. That he 

was destined to get that promotion and one day he would start his own business, he 

would finally go to Egypt and see the pyramids, settle down and have kids, and retire 

to the South of France.  

  

But he wasn’t.  

He crashed his car in to the old oak tree outside his house.  

  

The impact shook the wise old tree but it held itself stoically. Only a single acorn 

dropped from its branches. The acorn fell far from the tree and landed in the dirt. He 

knew that he himself was destined to be a tree.  

  

Hayley Rutherford 

 

Mementos of Lost Love 

Every morning, he saw his flatmate’s shoes and socks in the hallway. She would arrive 

home from her late shift and take them off immediately. They rarely saw one another; 

he worked during the day, and often she felt like a ghost. But when he saw the shoes 

and socks, her physical presence became real once more.  

When a pair of her socks went missing, her favourite socks, she asked him if he’d seen 

them. He’d taken them while she sleeping, just before he went to work. He thought he 

heard her waking; it felt almost like a bank heist. It meant he never had to leave his 

room to feel her presence. They were musty but he didn’t want to wash them.  
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He had some other mementos, from the one day they spent together. It was autumn, a 

couple of weeks after she’d just moved in and they went on a day trip to a forest.  

‘You know, I never really go out of the city much. This is the first time I’ve been to 

this forest.’  

‘Oh, really? I love nature. Hiking, the beach. If I didn’t have to live in a city for work, 

I’d move out into the countryside.’  

He swore to himself that he’d explore more of nature from that day forward. And he 

did; but only the same forest every time.  

He walked ahead of her for a bit before noticing she was behind him. In her hands she 

had some acorns. She began gently throwing them at him. He caught two of them in 

his hands and put them in his pockets. He ran towards her and grabbed her, she 

stared into his eyes, they kissed.  

He kept the acorns on his bookshelf, next to the socks.  

She never came into his room. And they never kissed again. Sometimes he could hear 

her in the other room with a guy. They drifted apart so quickly.  

But he caressed the acorns in his hands some nights.  

One day she knocked on his door. He hadn’t had time to respond when she burst 

through. 

‘Hey, you need to move your clothes out of the washing machine. They’d been in 

there for ages and I need to…’ She stopped suddenly. ‘Are those my socks?’  

‘Oh, I don’t think so…’  

‘They are. The ones that went missing. Why are they in here? Did you take them? ’ 

‘I hadn’t even noticed they were here. No clue.’  

She walked over and picked them up, squinting her eyes at him slightly.  

‘I’ll go get my clothes out the machine.’  

As she walked out, he picked up an acorn and threw it at her, laughing.  

‘Why the fuck did you do that?’ He didn’t respond and she shut the door behind her. 

He sat in silence. At least he still had one of the acorns.  

  

James Hunter 

 

So I’ll be an acorn 

You ever think about what you wanted to be, and what you ended up being?  

Like, what you were gonna be when you grew up. Written on half a side of notepaper.  

When I was a kid I decided I was gonna be a tree. One day. When I was bigger.  

Yeah. A tree. A nice big fuckin’ oak. I told my maw, and you know what she said?  

She looked down at me from her desk , and she said, no you aren’t, honey.  

Yeah, it sounds dumb. For sure. But like, you don’t have to be a dick.  

There are plenty less realistic things I could’ve decided to be.  

Seems like I’ve got about as much chance of being an astronaut as being a tree.  
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But when little Timmy says “I’m gonna go to space,” it’s all, “good for you, Timmy!”  

“What type of rocket do you think you’d like to fly in?”  

Nobody’s like you can’t go to space.  

That just isn’t realistic.  

Be an accountant, Timmy. Learn your numbers and get a nice starchy collar.  

There’s a double standard, is what I’m saying.  

We ought to be telling our kids the truth. Telling ourselves the truth, at that.  

So hey, maybe I’ll never be an oak. But it’s stil l up to me.  

And I think I could make a fair fist of bein g an acorn. 

I could take my shoes and socks off and just plant myself in the earth.  

Let my roots go down nice and deep, let my arms spread out to the horizon.  

I’d be as good as an oak. I’d be tall, and I’d be proud, and no wind could bend me.  

Birds can make homes in my hands and it’ll take a lightning strike to fell me.  

And I’ll l ive for a hundred God damn years.  

  

Thomas Boyle 

 

Sweetheart 

Most days, I love him. 

We row, of course. Sometimes, I don’t have any idea what he wants from me. We 

scream at each other. Then we cry. Hug and make up.  

Still, we don’t understand each other.  

Some days are worse. I look at him, and I don’t know why I’m here. I think about going 

away. About getting on a plane, and not looking back. But I feel guilty even imagining 

it.  

We curl up quietly together and watch TV.  

I worry about the things I miss out on. Everyone else my age is single, going out every 

night and having fun. I don’t miss going out. But I miss not having any reason to stay 

at home. 

I didn’t think being a mum would be  like this.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

Kernel  

You would have given anything to trade these white walls for the impossible depths of 

the forest. Sometimes, when time refused its submission to the laws of physics, you 

applied your third eye to the blankness, trying to conjure the trees and the passages 
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of mosses and curious flowers. The child who found comfort in the smells of peat and 

fern, the pollen of trees.  

“Water?” The voice at the door. Sometimes, reflections shifted along the metal grate 

and you mistook them for rats. There was a reason for the nibble marks at the corner 

of your bed sheet.  

Back in the summer of your most significant year, you spent all your days in the 

forest. She taught you it all: how to use moss to squeeze out drinking water, how to 

make garlands from branches of ivy, how to select edible mushrooms, to pick special 

berries which made you sick for days in a wild coma. Nobody cared where either of 

you were. The first time with the berries you had tangled yourselves in a fall of leaves 

and lay there for what felt like a week. The changes from dawn to dusk, twilight to 

midnight, startled your heightened senses. Dark lashes upon gold would gorge your 

eyeballs. She found you endlessly hilarious in a way nobody has since. Her limbs 

around you like tree roots, securing. She was three years older; she knew everything. 

She would talk about the early days when the country was ravished by conflicts. It was 

a fairy tale, a terrible fiction cloaked in the dust of her accent, its gravel, its distance. 

Impossible to predict that such a thing could happen again.  

“Water?” The door banged open, a bowl was set down. A shadow turned and left.  

Sometimes in dreams you’re under a waterfall. The deepest grove in the forest. The 

sun from above refracts and sparkles in t he downward surge, which you see from 

beneath as a converging spiral of quartz -bright light. When you wake the white of the 

walls is blinding. The water tastes metallic. The bruise round your eyes never heals; 

its permanence is the nightshade power of pois oned safflower, a strong red tint that 

blurs your vision. He comes in the morning to beat it again, beating the sight out of 

you. You focus on the white, on the waterfall,  the shimmering distance of the forest.  

Your ribs have been cracked. Your spine twist ed like a thread of rope pulled tight in a 

coil, each knot clicking out of place, screech after scratch. The searing quality of this 

pain you have channelled back into the white. The edges shiver. Your skull has been 

cracked against the cistern. He holds y our hair in a fist, calls it torture. You have no 

answers. You are only white.  

There is a hollow inside you. A child inside you. She is cold and quivers in the bowers 

of pines, her skin scored raw by the coarsest hide. She listens for the girl who would 

tell her the secrets. She has not been broken; she lives in the hollow like the seed of 

an oak tree, her breathing remembering a dream of eternity.  

One thing he cannot crack.  

She taught her how to tie a necklace from dark elastications of pitch and sap. The 

little acorn pendant hidden in the crest of her neck, a bead between two chest bones. 

How she relished those chest bones, the unbroken curves, the bead of the acorn, 

impeccably shelled. The child inside her, cold, quivering, alone?  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Unobservant 

Sophie opened her eyes, and immediately regretted it. Her mouth was unpleasantly 

dry and her head was pounding and her muscles were aching and, yep, she was naked 

in a stranger’s bed. Yay. She moved tentatively and groaned. Fuck. She was curled up 

under the covers, head just poking out, and the sun was pouring in through the 

window, through a crack in the curtain, right onto her face.  

She looked around the room, but it remained unfamiliar. Who had she met? The room 

was large and cluttered, but the windows were big, with pretty yellow curtains. There 

were textbooks and notebooks piled on a messy desk, clothes draped over a chair… 

and then she noticed something, and swore softly under her breath.  

A cloak hung over a hook on the back of the door. A workben ch with shelves of bottles 

and vials. Spell books and star charts. An old -fashioned broom in the corner.  

“Fuck,” she muttered, “did I sleep with a  witch?” 

There was a laugh, and she bolted upright, grimacing as the movement hurt her head. 

A girl had walked into the room and was grinning at her. She was wearing a giant t -

shirt and fluffy socks, and Sophie was aware that she was beautiful, even through her 

fuzzy hungover haze.  

“You did,” the girl said, sitting down on the bed next to Sophie, “and I slept with  a 

very unobservant vampire.”  

Sophie cursed again, flopping back down onto her stomach and burying her face in the 

pillows. “Fuck,” she said, the word muffled by the fabric.  

The girl laughed again. It was lovely.  Fuck.  

“I’ve never seen a vampire that drunk  before,” the girl said. “I didn’t know vampires 

could even get  that drunk.”  

“We can get drunk,” Sophie said grudgingly, rolling over to look at the girl. She was 

still annoyingly beautiful, even with ruffled hair and smudged make -up. “We just need 

to drink a lot. It was my friend’s birthday and he was buying and I’d had a shit day and 

I shouldn’t be telling you this really, I can’t believe I slept with a  witch. Why were you 

even at a vamp club?”  

“I wasn’t at a vamp club,” the other girl said, smirking, “yo u were at a witch club.”  

“Oh,” Sophie said weakly, remembering with a sudden flash. “So I was.”  

She lay there, staring at a strange shaped stain on the ceiling, piecing through her 

memories of last night and blushing.  

The other girl cleared her throat, and  Sophie was pulled from her thoughts with a jolt.  

“Do you want to go for breakfast or something?” the witch said abruptly, and even in 

her unobservant state Sophie could see a hint of nervousness.  

Sophie considered it. “Yes,” she said finally, surprising e ven herself, and the girl 

beamed, bright and relieved and happy.  
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“What’s your name?” she asked apologetically, “if you told me last night I don’t 

remember, sorry…”  

Sophie grinned. “I’m Sophie,” she said, and the girl raised her eyebrow.  

“A vampire called Sophie?”  

“Hey!” Sophie said indignantly. “That is a perfectly normal vamp name. What’s your 

name?” 

“My name’s Rowena,” she said, grinning.  

“You’re kidding me,” Sophie said flatly, “a witch called Rowena? And you insulted my 

name?” 

The girl laughed, shaking her head. “Of course I’m kidding,” she said, and Sophie 

glared at her.  

“It’s Anna,” the witch corrected, with a smirk.  

And Sophie smiled.  

 

Maura Kenny 
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Day Eight 
 

Merry Muses 
 

Jagged 
 

“ Now You’re Gone “ 
(BassHunter) 
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Slyly Sharp 

Jaggedness appears in many forms; the serrated edge of a knife, the snarl ing teeth of 

a wolf, the look in your eye when someone bumps into you and doesn’t apologise. 

Even some words and the tone with which they are said. These are the places where 

we expect jaggedness.  

But suddenly striking between your ribs while curled on the  sofa in the arms of the 

one you love, is not.  

 

Heather Caldwell  

 

Oh My Muses  

Oh my muses, darling. They are merry tonight.  

They sing to me. Intoxicating. Like honey on my tongue.  

Apollo’s lyre in my ears, his sunshine on my skin.  

Ahh, if you could only hear them. So cloying, so sweet. So  

Innocently suffocating.  

I can’t do them justice. Not to you. Not to anyone.  

I hardly even know myself.  

They’re enough to make a woman sick.  

I try to tell you. I always have, but you could never hear.  

You had no ears to hear me, no eyes to see me. 

If you could only hear the words, my darling.  

If you could only hear my muses so merry.  

You would understand.  

But all I have are my clumsy fakes, wanton forgeries.  

Shadows thrown onto the wall behind us.  

The barest reflection of the truth. 

All I have to give you is so inelegant, so  

Jagged. 

I wonder, did I make you understand? I fancy I saw  

Some of it in you. A lantern-glimmer, a spark in the hay,  

Before there was nothing.  

Ahh, darling. My muses. They were so merry. So sweet.  

And I am so jagged. 

So sad. 

  

Thomas Boyle 
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Her Laugh Came Easy 

She smiles. It’s lovely, beautiful, gorgeous. I could list adjectives for all letters of the 

alphabet to describe that oh-so-simple muscle movement. But it’s not even just her 

lips. She smiles with her whole face. Her eyes light up and her cheeks dimple and her 

forehead scrunches and I swear it makes you smile just to see it.  

It’s always the highlight of my day, getting her to smile, getting her to laugh. She likes 

terrible puns and bad innuendos and even more than those, she likes videos of cats 

pushing things off of tables.   I love finding things that I know will make her laugh. Her 

laugh is infectious, leaving you beaming just to hear it.  

She’s so easy with her smiles and her laughs, and when I’m t he one that causes that 

outburst of happiness, it fills me with this strange sense of  pride. I did that, I made 

her happy. And that makes me happy. Because all I want is for her to be happy.  

And that’s how I knew something was wrong. One day I made a dread ful pun and she 

laughed but it  wasn’t  real.  Her eyes didn’t light up. Her face was tense. And her smile 

was just so sad, so forced, so  jagged.  And what could I do to help?  

 

Maura Kenny  

 

Paint Me 

‘Baby, come on. Let me paint you.’  

‘I’m busy.’  

‘Come on, Eleanor…’ 

She dipped her finger in the paint, drew a red line down Eleanor’s forearm. Eleanor 

stopped what she was doing to wipe it off, but it only smeared.  

Stained. 

‘Stop it’, she pulled her arm away, and Nia pinched her wrist in purple, ‘Nia, leave me 

alone-’  

She stepped backwards, and her foot slipped on the jagged edge of a broken glass. Nia 

barely looked up as she hissed in pain, smearing her hand in blue paint this time and 

dipping her fingers onto the duvet. Docile.  

‘Blue looks better. We should get blue sheets…’  

Cross-legged on the bed, easel in her lap, she stroked the marks on the bedding. 

Eleanor snatched an old towel from the end of the bed and wound it around her foot, 



P a g e  | 55 

gathering the shards of broken glass into her hand. Standing in the midst of a m ess, 

she couldn’t see a path to the bin that wouldn’t cause her more injury.  

Still, Nia sat in a nest of cushions, oblivious to the remnants of her latest outburst.  

‘Nia? Could you help me?’  

‘Later’, Nia rolled over onto her back, ignoring the broken glass es, the upturned 

furniture, ‘I’m painting first.’  

  

Molly Duffield 
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Her Alcoholic Writer 

Tennent’s. Whyte & Mackay. They were his muses now. Fiona too; she was still on that 

list, even if she’d left.  

She was too beautiful for him. What she really liked w as that he was a writer; 

especially an alcoholic one.  

‘You know, I can always smell alcohol off of you.’  

‘So you’re saying I smell bad?’  

‘No, I like the smell of alcohol. An alcoholic writer; how poetic.’  

She would gaze at him adoringly as he drank whisky and typed. He was finally happy; 

he didn’t even feel the urge to drink that much anymore. Nor write. But there was 

always pressure to. 

Their happiness made the days indistinguishable. The angst that drove him to write 

disappeared; not an entire box of Tennent’s nor a smile from Fiona could inspire him. 

Even when he managed to write something, it was impossible to get it published. 

Things became strained but she still loved her alcoholic writer.  

Struggling with a story, he’d drunk a whole bottle of whisky. Wh en Fiona entered the 

room, a barrage of resentments spewed from his mouth. She fought back. It was 

funny; he was the writer but she was always much better with words. He smashed the 

bottle, waving the jagged remnants in her face. Even for her, the drinking  had gone 

too far. 

After she left, he tried to quit. But misery defeated willpower. He’d spend each night 

drinking and attempting to write, and then all day hungover.  

One night he had a sudden blast of inspiration. Maybe it was the whisky, he wasn’t 

sure, but he wrote a story about him and Fiona, their life together. It was the most 

powerful piece he had written. There was only one opinion he wanted; he emailed it 

and collapsed on the couch.  

He was still a little drunk when he awoke at half seven in the mor ning. The email from 

Fiona confused him, but then he remembered. Taking a deep breath he opened it. He 

was sure it would bring them together.  

Hi. Sorry, I don’t quite understand what this is? I hope you’re okay x  

As he read the story it made no sense. Name s changed constantly, sentences ran into 

each other and there was no story, just vague recollections of their time together. She 

hadn’t been touched by it and he couldn’t blame her.  

He swore he would never drink again. But as he got ready to leave for work , a 

hangover gently surfaced. And there were still  two Tennent’s  in the fridge to help 

with that.  
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James Hunter 

 

Now You’re Gone 

It starts like this: thrum after thrum, the slick build of a Eurodance tempo that seems 

to shower serotonin on my brain. I always found it heart-breaking, that cute wee 

detail:  I’ve  been waiting here by the phone…  

It was our favourite song! We shared it with a fondness reserved for the act of 

splitting an ecstasy tablet; pirouetting our way across the continent, spill ing our limbs  

over a thousand discos in Paris, Madrid, Barcelona, Berlin. They were even playing this 

tune in Prague! Being a cultural city doesn’t preclude a penchant for crappy Swedish 

~trance lite~ and holy shit did we milk it. The whole summer, Jenny on my shoulder s, 

fist pumping to that tune. So fucking beautiful. Cut me open and I’ll bleed 

Jagerbombs. 

Last stop: Magaluf. End of the trail. Our livers ached and sleep kept dragging us back 

into absence. On the train, I dreamt of a dark forest where I could drink from  a lake of 

Lucozade. Electrolytes restoring my sanity. I woke up to Jenny pulling on my arm, 

trying to steal my mp3 player so she could drown out the chants from a carriage of 

rowdy Geordies.  

I’m coming up again in a strip club where girls in wigs are slid ing their oiled-up bodies 

round poles. All those sensuous serpents. Everywhere you look: another girl, a 

different coloured wig. Jenny finds it hilarious, throws fivers at them as if our 

precious euro funds were just Monopoly money.  

“Show us your vagina!” she shrieks in broken Spanish.  

Just when I reach the high point, the DJ cracks out ‘Now You’re Gone’. Jenny is 

scrabbling for my shoulders but I push her away; this high is entirely mine. I’m deeper 

in the crowd now and the bass pounds through me like I’m in the belly of a whale.  

That’s when it strikes me. That A minor. I never noticed it before, but now it’s an 

irretrievable spasm of sadness. Cuts me wide open. I’m spilling my guts up, hurling on 

the dancefloor. Pot noodles shoot from my throat like I’ve b een harbouring a nest of 

worms. Everyone’s shouting and parting, backing away from me. I’m literally owning 

the dancefloor, triumphant in my puddle of vomit. Now you’re  gone……the way that A 

minor hits you! Belting it out! All this time I thought there was a sharp in there; by 

god I was wrong! 

My brain was wrong. In that moment, seriously wrong.  

Now you’re  gone 

Now you’re  gone 

Now you’re  gone 

I realised———-  

What is air? Breathing, breathing, a word that means breathing! Are we hitting the 

breakdown yet, the transcendent solo where he really wrecks those decks? I gasp and 
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a girl shoves me back, the sick still dripping from my teeth. I’m back in that forest. 

Jenny, help me? 

I’m Basshunter. I’ve literally  become Basshunter.  The sexy Swedish motherfucker, 

wow. Look how clean and smooth my face is. The stars shout back how cool I am. The 

dance poles are now trees, taller than lampposts. They’re everywhere. Yep, a fucking 

forest. What do I do? I’m a Basshunter. What does one do as Basshunter? I guess I 

should…  hunt bass.  

Bass is everywhere. Bass is the timbre of the trees breathing, the earth turning, plates 

shifting. Bass is the sound of bees laughing at wasps dying in saccharine cesspits of 

jam. Bass is a fish an old man once held up with a knife stuck clean throug h it. 

Saltwater, tongue-bitten tears. My mother spitting in her whisky. Jenny with the 

stereo cranked up in the car. Bass is an instrument banging against my chest. Bass is 

anchoring the melody, drumming a gong of oil from my heart. Bass is where we end, 

we start. Jenny? Jenny…?  

I end up in the base. They call it a base, but I know it’s a cell. They have taken me; 

they have based me. Debased me. Everything pounds and it’s so trashy, ecstatic; one 

day someone will make a PowerPoint out of my misery. Jenny, come back to me? Just 

one little text? I’ll go crazy…what’s the next line? Now you’re away, without your 

face…?  

[ [ [ EAT IT UP MAN, IT’S JUST THE BASS ] ] ]  

 

DJ Misty 

https://prezi.com/okymkwusqxeq/basshunter-now-youre-gone/
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Day Nine 
 

Minute 
 

Pineapple 
 

Heresy 
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The Fruits of Evil 

It was a slow day for the members of the Inquisition. It seemed as if all  

The faith in Cordoba had been proven, and every bit of heresy pulled  

Out by the root. 

It seemed, perhaps, that they were now looking at the final bit that someone  

Had managed to drag out by the stem.  

Straight from the Grand Inquisitor, they had been told. He’s very concerned.  

You’re to get to the bottom of this, and as swift as possible.  

“Lorencio,” said Velasco, eyeing the thing on the table. “Does this seem  

Heretical to you?”  

Lorencio was giving the alien thing a wide birth. He kept looking to the door,  

Kept fingering the icon around his neck. “…Maybe.”  

Velasco sighed. “Are you saying that because you think it upsets the Lord,  

Or are you saying that because you thi nk the Grand Inquisitor agrees?”  

“Both,” said Lorencio. “I have much faith in the anger of the Lord.”  

And a good bit more in the anger of Tomas Torquemada.  

The thing had been found in the new world, on one of Columbus’ many  

Expeditions. There was a lot of heresy coming back from those expeditions.  

A lot of it locked up in chests of gold that were taken from the hands of those  

That went to that lonely climb up to an auto -da-fe, and thrust into the care of  

Those who had denounced them, with a generous measure , Velasco suspected, for…  

“The Grand Inquisitor, in his infinite wisdom, has given us this thing to do with  

As we see fit,” Velasco announced, in a clear voice. “I agree with his judgment that  

It upsets the Lord. We shall waste no time in destroying it.”  

“I agree,” said Lorencio, handing over the knife as Velasco motioned for it.  

It fought him as the blade pierced the flesh, a tangy scent filling the air as he sawed  

Back and forth. But before long, it was in two pieces.  

Velasco licked his lips as Lorencio came suddenly forward, sniffing. “What’s it called?”  

Velasco carried on cutting. “I believe, Lorencio, this is called a pineapple.”  

It was a slow day for the members of the Inquisition in Cordoba.  

And it was only a very minute heresy that they discovered th at day. 

  

Thomas Boyle 

 

Mummy’s Girl 

‘Look, darling, I’ve got you a nice new dress. Want to try it on?’  

Mutely, Jenny shook her head. She concentrated on moving the stiff l imbs of her new 

teddy bear, stroking its bristly fur, but she still  didn’t look up.  

‘Sweetheart, that one’s dirty. This one’s almost the same, it’s nice and bright, I can 

wash that one and give it right back to you-’  

‘No.’  
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It was the only word she’d said since she came. No to changing her dress, no to taking 

her hair out of the matching yellow ribbons. A gift from her mother, the dress had 

once been the colour of pineapples, of lemons. Maybe it had smelled like her.  

Now the yellow was grey, and it smelled stale. Still, she refused to take it off.  

They used to hope her mother would visit again, and bring her something else to 

wear- but, as the weeks went on, that seemed increasingly unlikely.  

 

Molly Duffield 

 

Their Last Words To You 

“Listen. I know that you’re scared, and that’s okay. I’m not gonna tell you it’ll be 

alright, because chances are it won’t be, and I don’t want to have to break that 

promise. It might be terrible - in fact, it definitely will be. It’s all gonna go wrong. 

It never goes to plan. But if anyone can get through it, it’s you. You’re the strongest 

person I know. Good luck . I’ll see you soon.”  

“How are you? You ready? Got your gear together? Good, good, we won’t have time to 

sort it when we get there. It’s gonna be fast, I want the teams moving on my mark –

no, I don’t know where your clipboard is, get it together, man - so you’ve gotta be 

ready. Go find your team, they should be over there. Oh, and tell your supervisor to 

come have a word with me!”  

“I’m not going to have a chance to see you until later, probably, so I just wanted to 

say… you’re the best friend I ever had, and  I’m sure we’ll be fine but. Well. If 

something does happen, I’d be pissed at myself if I didn’t say anything. I love you. And 

I’m so glad you’re in my life - ah shit, they’re calling me. Meet you at the usual place 

afterwards, okay?”  

“You’ll be fine, you’re the best in our fucking class- except for that one time I beat 

you in maths, hah…”  

“On my signal, everyone… three, two, one, and go go go!”  

“Watch out, there’s something coming…”  

“Keep an eye out… shit, duck!”  

“Just a minute, I’m almos -”  

“Wait, no, wait-”  

“Look  out!”  

“Incomi-”  

 

Maura Kenny 
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50 Shades of Yellow (x200) 

Y#10,023 – Pineapple. Y#10,024 – Squeezed Lemon. Y#10,025 – Depressed Canary. 

Y#10,026 – Homer Simpson. Y#10,027 – Overripe Grapefruit. Y#10,028 –  Yellow that’s 

feeling a little sickly. Y#10,029 – Yellow that wants a break. Y#10,030 –  Yellow that’s 

been at this for seven hours. Y#10,031 – Yellow that wants to sleep. Y#10,032 – Yellow 

wants management to get stuffed. Y#10,033 – Yellow thinks that 20 shades of yellow 

is excessive, this is just insanity. Y#10,034 – Yellow Wallpaper insanity. Y#10,035 – 

Yellow thinks management can go f—  

We apologise for the crudeness of the employee that was assigned the task of 

providing names from our wide variety of colour shades. The employee responsible has 

been fired. A new colour writer has been assigned. The colour catalogue shall continue 

uninterrupted.  

G#1 – Grassy Meadow. G#2 – Summer Leaves. G#3 – Dappled Grove. G#4 – Green 

that’s ever so slightly darker than the one before. G#5 – Seriously, all these colours 

look the same. 

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Ten 
 

Mystic 
 

censored 
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Unbound 

The Chain Gallery was so named for how the books were bound.  

“This one,” said my master to me, “Is the Tract of Pulses”  

“Pulses,” I noted, taking the name down on a sheaf of paper.   

My master took it from me and tore it to scraps, stuffing them into  

His mouth and swallowing.  

I blinked at him. 

“You must, ah, excuse me,” he burped. “You must not write that word.”  

“Ah,” I nodded, shamefaced. “Forgive me.”  

“No matter. Mistakes are what the acoly te makes. The Codex tells  

Of the dragon veins, that quicken and foretell new worlds beneath  

The rock.”  

“New worlds,” I repeated, looking to him for confirmation before I  

Took a note on a fresh piece of paper.   

“This one,” he said, eyes flicking to a box on  a shelf, “Is the Codex  

Of Lurie. The hidebound whisperings of a sadly mad old thing that  

Waits in joyless hope for a world to want it.”  

“Don’t we all,” I hazarded, with a smile, and then resolved to joke no  

More with my master at the look he gave me. I pu t pencil to paper, but  

At an even more pointed look I put both away. “He’s watching,” said   

My master. “Best not. And this,” he pointed at what looked nothing  

More than two halves of a human skull. “Is the Migrant’s Treatise. We  

Call it the book of going forth.”  

“…And what does it do?”  

My master tapped at his chin. “Nothing, if we’re lucky. Now, what did  

I bring you in here to show you?”  

“The…” I fished out my papers. “Stardust Sheets?”  

“Yes, yes!” My master clapped his hands. “But we’d better take them out side. 

It was very…messy, last time.”  

“I thought the books were in here because the convocations were forbidden?”  

My master seemed to consider. “Sometimes, a spot of the forbidden is exactly  

What we need.”  

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

Don’t Say You Love Me 

Eventually, they ban the word “love”.  

It’s harmful, they claim. Causes too much hurt. But people find other ways to say “I 

love you”. They say “Let me know when you’re home, I don’t want you to go, are you 

cold, how was your day?” Everyone gets used to it, and then come s the same hurt. The 

same disappointment.  

So they ban speech entirely.  



P a g e  | 65 

They give up when they realise people can be left just as devastated when all that 

came before was a blown kiss, or a hand held over the heart.  

When they realise people can hurt each ot her no matter what.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

Finally 

“It’s partially censored, but we can get the gist from it,” I heard someone say, 

breathless and excited, and I shook myself alert, rubbing my eyes. I glanced at my 

watch. Damn. No time to get coffee. The meetin g would be starting any minute. I 

yawned and stretched, back cracking in protest. The terrible chairs weren’t comfy to 

sit in, never mind to sleep in, and my muscles would no doubt be complaining for 

hours. 

The room was filling with people, sitting around the table and lining the walls. There 

were always more people than chairs, and I vaguely envied the people who were 

standing. The chairs were old and mismatched and there were maybe two out of the 

thirty-odd that were comfy. I sat more upright. It didn’t h elp. 

The general bubble of muted conversation around me quieted as T walked in, tall and 

lithe and terrifying as always, with her black clothes and her knives and her sharp 

smile. “Hello,” she said, striding towards the table and sitting down at her custom ary 

place. I was certain that  her  chair was comfortable.  

“There’s been a development,” she said quietly, and the air around me tensed. 

There’d been nothing new for quite some time, and everyone had been on edge. In 

this field, no news was usually bad news.  

“We intercepted a transmission,” she said, laying her hands flat on the table in front 

of her. “Some of it was blacked out, some of it was mangled, but we’ve managed to 

piece together a coherent missive.” She looked directly at me and I drew in a 

juddering breath. “We think we know where they’re being kept.”  

The room burst into noise, but I couldn’t move, breath fast and mind reeling and 

thoughts swirling. Where they’re  being kept. Finally. Finally.  

I didn’t notice that I was moving until I was standing up , my chair falling to the ground 

behind me with a clatter that silenced the room. I was aware of everyone staring at 

me, but I was only looking at T. “Let me go,” I said desperately. “Let me go on the 

mission.”  

T looked at me, her eyes unreadable. Another leader would have denied me- would 

have looked at me, a slim girl who was tough and strong and an okay shot but 

nothing special  and said no, not for this mission, it’s too important - but T knew me. T 

had been there when the news had first came in.  Gamma group’s  been captured, was 

all it had said, but with that simple sentence my world had shattered. Gamma group 

had been her group. 
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“Yes,” T said, breaking the silence. “You can go on the mission.” And then she turned 

back to address the rest of the room, dele gating tasks and giving orders, and I excused 

myself from the room, sinking to the floor in the corridor outside and drawing in a 

deep, shuddering breath. I rested my head on my knees, unable to stop my tears.  

Finally. Finally, we were going to save them. I was going to save her.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Snap, Crackle, and Pop 

“I wasn’t even  that  drunk!”  

“Joe – you said you saw David Bowie.”  

“Yeah, but that’s—”  

“On a tiger made of lightning.”  

“Still—”  

“You wanted to feed the tiger Rice Krispies because they both snapp ed, crackled, and 

popped.”  

“Ok…so maybe a bit drunk.”  

– 

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Eleven 
 

Thorn 
 

Crumble 
 

“Yet the roses are not less lovely for all that…”  
 (The Picture of Dorian Gray – Oscar Wilde) 
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Brambles 

The Marquis had loved roses, once. When the roses did not love him.  

Once they began to bend towards him, so also did they begin to wilt.  

The wilted rose gives no scent but rot. The only solution is a deadheading.  

They grow with far more beauty the following year, then. As though rising  

From the red of the spilled petals.  

The Marquis had loved his garden, once. When his garden did not love him.  

When there was no longer any toil to it, when it was only the sweet rain that  

Nourished it and not the sweat from his brow, so did it begin its fall to ruin.  

So to ruin he let it go. Now the statues weep with mossy eyes, and the   

Fountains sit still and stagnant.  

The Marquis had loved thorns, once. When the thorns still pricked him.  

He spent his days struggling against brambles, screaming at the way they  

Tore him, but when they were released he missed it. He longed for that  

Choking embrace. In time, he found it again.  

Elsewhere. 

The Marquis loves roses again, they say.   

And he grips them so hard he could dye the petals himself with what runs  

From the thorns.  

 

Thomas Boyle 

Roses in the Attic 

He was a rose in full bloom. Perfect in every way. I must have painted a thousand 

roses in my career. Roses of every shape and size and colour – and yet none of them 

possessed a tenth of the beauty of Dorian Gray – not even all together.  

But roses are beautiful because they do not last, so we must cherish them whilst they 

do. Dorian did last – miraculously so. As my hair began to grey and signs of aging 

stained my face – Dorian lasted. Well, his face lasted. But the Dorian I once knew and 

loved and still, stil l prayed would one day return, crumbled into nothing.  

Because I forgot the most important thing – roses have thorns. But I didn’t see them, 

perhaps I refused to see them; even when I got too close and bled. And as I slipped 

from this world to the next, and Dorian’s face hazed into black, I thought: the re was 

no lovelier final sight.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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A Gift 

A bouquet of roses was waiting for her when 

she got home, exhausted from work and just 

wanting a cup of tea and a nap. Twenty four 

beautiful roses, red and white and pink, 

arranged artfully in a red vase, strange against 

the old warped wood of her battered kitchen 

table.  The evening was getting dark, and she 

flipped the light on, absently flipping the switch 

on the kettle, her attention drawn again and 

again to the roses.  

Roses were not her favourite flower. She wasn’t 

that fond of roses, found them cliché and 

pretentious and overtly fancy, preferred tulips, 

but she couldn’t deny that these were lovely. 

She walked over to the table, dumping her keys 

on the work surface. She stooped to smell the 

roses and smiled despite herself. They smelled 

wonderful, like a summer’s day. She reached 

out, stroking the soft petals, and then gasped in 

pain, jerking her hand back.  

A droplet of blood fell from her pricked finger . She must have caught it on a thorn, 

she thought, but her brain was suddenly fuzzy, and her limbs felt numb, and she was 

falling, crumpling onto the ground, her hand banging painfully against the edge of the 

table as she tried and failed to catch her bala nce. 

And as she lay there on the ground, vision darkening, a thought suddenly struck her, 

too late. How had the roses got into her house? She tried to lift her head, but her 

whole body felt weak, and she couldn’t stop her eyes from closing.  Who had gotten 

into her house? She heard the kettle start to boil.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Hate 

He wanted to hate her.  

He wanted to hate her when they had their first fight, and she blew everything out of 

proportion until they were screaming at each other over who cooked dinner mo re 

often. Instead, he knocked on her locked door with spaghetti carbonara at midnight. 

She let him in, and they ate in bed.  

https://gucreativewriting.wordpress.com/2017/03/06/a-gift/
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He wanted to hate her when she told him she didn’t care anymore. That she didn’t 

want to be with him, that if he couldn’t make an ef fort then she’d go home to her 

parents’ house and he wouldn’t ever hear from her again.  

Instead, he bought her an engagement ring.  

He wanted to hate her after they were married. When she’d sit in silence, staring at 

the television, ignoring their daughter tugging at her skirt. Instead, he took the baby 

and taught her the word “Mummy”.  

He wanted to hate her when she left.  

But he only ever loved her instead.  

  

Molly Duffield 
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Day Twelve 
 

Obsidian 
 

Easier 
 

“ I Want To Break Free ”  
 (Queen) 
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Any Other Name 

This is going to sound very silly. I’m aware of that.  

I know how silly this is going to sound.  

But when I was younger, I had a dog.   

Not very silly so far. I’m aware of that.  

But the thing is, I named the dog something very silly.  

I named my dog Obsidian.  

He wasn’t even black. He was white as snow. Pomeranian. I think s ometimes 

I should have named him Snowy. But I was young. I’d heard the  

Word somewhere, and I liked the ring it had.  

So I named my little dog Obsidian.  

And I loved him. I did.  

But we went on holiday, once. To France, I think.  

Maybe Italy.  

It was a long time ago, now. 

Obsidian couldn’t come with us. He stayed at home, and a neighbour  

Looked after him. I missed him, and I l ike to think he missed me.  

But I wonder.  

Because when we came back, he was sick.   

Sick unto death, it turned out.  

Our neighbour was beside himself. He’d been fine that morning, he said.  

He felt terrible at what had happened. I think he grieved as much as we did.  

He certainly gave us a run for who felt more responsible.  

I was with him at the end. I had his head in my lap while we waited for t he vet. 

I petted him, I did my best to soothe him. Told him we’d go down to the river and  

Play around the rocks.  

He liked that.  

But he didn’t stay.   

We had a funeral. I insisted. My cousin came. Someone told her the dog’s name, and   

She said Obsidian? What ’s that?  

And someone told her.  

And I thought then, what I’ve thought since. It’s silly, I know. He’d choked, in the end.  

On a bird. It was an accident. Would’ve happened if we’d been home or not, probably.  

But maybe. Just maybe. If I’d have named him Snowy . 

Maybe he’d have stayed a bit longer if I didn’t name him after fucking volcanic glass.  

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

The Night Was Still 

The night was still, and so was she, standing stationary in amongst the trees, her dull 

clothes rendering her almost invisible, just  another shadow. She’d been there for six 

hours, and could comfortably stay for six more, in a hyperaware state of tension and 

control. 
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It was a cold, crisp night, hinting at snow, but there were no clouds in the sky, and a 

half moon hung ominously in the obsidian blanket of the sky, stars speckled like drops 

of silver. It was beautiful, but she wasn’t looking up. Her eyes were fixed steadily on 

the road in front of the copse of trees. She was waiting.  

And then, suddenly, movement, disrupting the silence of  the night. She tensed almost 

imperceptibly, and her gaze became, if possible, even more focused. A man ran out 

from the bushes on the opposite side of the road, breath coming in short sharp gasps, 

movements panicky. He paused on the road, glancing behind him…  

And she moved, for the first time in hours, and she drew her knife from her belt and 

threw it in one smooth motion. It was over in seconds. She stepped out from the 

cover of the trees and pulled her knife back from the lifeless body before her. The 

blood on the blade was a dark as the sky above her. She wiped it on the corpse’s 

clothes, and then melted into the trees once more. And she was gone.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

The Great Escape 

“Lucy, I could really do without the singing.”  

“Why?” 

“Because digging through this wall is hard work, and you screeching ‘I Want to Break 

Free’ isn’t making it any easier.”  

“It’s thematic.”  

Heather Caldwell  

 

Coward 

She’d always known it would be easier to leave.  

Easier than hiding in the bathroom for hours after she’d burned dinne r. Easier than 

not being able to sleep without drinking. Easier than making excuses to their children.  

But it would be hard, too.  

Hard to bother feeding herself when she was only cooking for one. Hard to fall asleep 

alone. Hard to explain to the kids that she’d lied, that she didn’t fall down the stairs 

or bump her cheek on the doorframe…  

So she stayed. For now.  

A coward. 
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 Molly Duffield  

 

Liminal Preparations 

There are cracks where the light breaks down and all the darkness left is nougat for 

shadow. I devour all I have; which is just this small room, a cabin that sways all night 

and day. When the sad hours come I fold into a question mark, hoping for nothing but 

sleep. The sea will rock me to sleep. This is less being than breathing.  

As the hours pass, the honey crystallises in the jar on the window. I am always in 

water and yet the memories are hard and congealed. A lump of obsidian brought back 

from disaster. Black glass, hardened felsic lava. It’s smooth and slick enough to lick, a 

sliver of very dark chocolate. Bittersweet howl of the elements.  

Sunshine feeds me nothing. The moonlight on the decking is lovely. My skin is like 

frosting, covered in crystals, white and shining. Gulls come in from the west on the 

thrust of the wind and we hear in our sleep t heir shouting. I live in the thin space, the 

evening whisky, the wafer of salty obsidian. I dream of a firth where the seaweed 

clogs the gorge of the sea and all is a dark, gelatinous, bottle green. You could float 

and not drown and the world would have yo u like that, microbial.  

These hexagons dripping with golden honey, these desolate soundscapes of gun -

coloured grey. If I close my eyes, close my eyes…If I am adrift like this for long, the 

mariner I’m sure will come for me. He knows these waves, these tide s, like I know my 

childhood streets. He is still in his own way alive; still fighting for that acrid day, the 

old promise of solid concrete. Until then, I must blow this skin into glass, glow molten 

for a dawn that may not arrive.  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Day Thirteen 
 

Foresight 
 

Exposure 
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Mr Elijah Turner 

Our hero, never lacking in pragmatism or foresight, was well -equipped for the 

upcoming winter which on record and much to his advantage, was to be the warmest 

in one hundred and sixty years. Nevertheless, with admirable consideration he had 

prepared all that was needed which, to tell the truth, wasn’t much. Despite ever -

swelling rumours of a nomadic and ascetic life (which no doubt would flatter his 

vanity), his theatrical runaway is perhaps a little more flaccid in its true state.  

Retiring to a woodland cottage is certainly bold—daring even, for a staunch village 

dweller of his type. But with all due respect, perhaps not quite so worthy of all the 

prattle and tattle, the endless annexations compiled atop and mutating from, like 

arms and legs on a gross body, once such a modest story. The tale has said to have 

achieved anchoritic heights, with some so bold as to suggest Mr. Turner had taken to 

the desert as a source of purgation—one which particularly appealed to church-types, 

who conveniently omitted the absence of a nearby vast and arid landscape which 

would substantiate the claim. But at the end of the day, who’s to blame those 

steadfast and humble people for their excitable stories? It is certainly not within my 

jurisdiction to mock or deride the gossip of villagers whose friendly community lacks 

the heady punch of a scandal.  

So let them talk, I say. It’s not harming anyone. Certainly not Mr. Turner who, fond of 

his new sedentary life, is reclining contentedly with his toes to the fireplace. Not  to 

mention he had the clairvoyance to pack in his smartly packed belongings a bottle of 

good whisky and some biscuits for its accompaniment, which he just so happened to 

treat himself to now. And if he is to run out then not to worry, for there’s a small 

shop about twenty minutes down the road.  

  

Marcus Bechelli  

 

Onward 

Another few steps. Just another few steps and I’ll see.  

I’ll see something more than the vines just a few seconds before they  

Encircle me. Something more than the dead branches moments befo re 

I trip. Just another few steps.   

Always, always, just another few.  

The path gets steeper. My lungs burn like an overworked engine,  

Drained of fuel and running on the fumes that still circle.  

Breath bursts from me in a plume of exhaust, and a cry comes w ith it. 

I drop down in a crouch, and dig my fingers into my temples. If I push hard  

Enough, the tears will stay inside. If I grit my teeth and shut my eyes then  

I can’t scream, and I won’t cry.   

I can smell snow in the air, and feel ice beneath my heels. T he leaves crunch 

And snap below me as my climb takes me higher and higher.  

The trees get thicker and thicker.  
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Just another few steps. Another few steps and I’ll see. I’ll know.  

I’ll know what took me on this damned climb. I’ll see what I had to come  

Here for. 

It’s already too late.  

There isn’t any going back.  

No number of steps is going to take me to the beginning. But I can at least  

Get a glimpse of the end.  

This path is going to take me there. To where I can see.  

All of it.  

 

Thomas Boyle 

 

Frostbite 

March 14, 2017gucreativewritingsocietyLeave a comment  

“Listen, it’s not that I don’t love nature, or trees, or walking. It’s just that it’s fucking 

freezing and I really don’t want to die of fucking exposure or frostbite or whatever 

people bloody die from, these days, when their girlfriend drags them into the middle 

of nowhere in the middle of winter!”  

 

“You’re exaggerating massively on so many points there, I don’t even know where to 

start.”  

 

“You could start by giving me your jumper?”  

 

“Don’t even. It’s not that cold and besides, you’re the one who didn’t have the 

foresight to bring a jacket or anything, if you thought you were going to get 

frostbite.”  

 

“Don’t be so snarky, honestly, it’s very endearing and it makes it hard for me to be 

angry at you.”  

 

“Do you want me to walk several paces in front of you so you can take a fake candid 

photo?” 

 

“Hard but not impossible, that is. I’m angry. And cold. And we’ve been walking for 

ages, where are you actually trying to g - wait, don’t sit down, the ground is wet and 

cold and you’ll catch pneumonia - no, kneeling isn’t better… oh…”  
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“I had a whole speech planned for this but you’re right, it is cold and really, there’s 

not that much to say, except that you make me happier than anyone ever has, and I 

just want to spend the rest of my life with you, and fuck I really had meant to make it 

more romantic and I swear I’ll make it up to you but I’m gonna cry if I keep going so 

I’m just gonna go ahead and ask. Will you marry me?”  

 

“Oh you fucking idiot, of course I will, yes yes ye s yes yes!”  

 

“The ring was my gran’s, my mum gave me her blessing but also asked if I was gonna 

wait til the leap year to propose so I had to tell her that women can propose any day 

and it’s an outdated tradition anyway and -”  

 

“Oh, stop blathering and stand up so I can kiss you, I’m still cold and I refuse to kneel 

down on those leaves…”  

 

“So romantic-”  

 

“Shut up-”  

 

“Make me-” 

 

“…I love you.”  

 

“…” 

 

“…” 

 

“Yeah, that’ll work.”  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 



P a g e  | 79 

Exposed 

I wish I’d thought ahead.  

It was just so easy, at the time, to be reckless. I thought I had the power; had him 

under a spell, but it was all just a game.  

I didn’t realise I was giving him a hold over me.  

It seemed romantic, that he could undress me with his eyes. I never thought there 

would be a time when I’d wish he couldn’t. When we’d be arguing, and instead of 

looking me in the eye, I could tell he was exploring my skin instead.  

I never thought there would be a time when his gaze would hurt.  

When it would burn.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

 

Down the Street 

Down the street…  

Down the street and through the lane –  

Will you ever some back again?  

Through the lane and down the stair –  

A little further, if you dare.  

Down the stair and out the gate – 

Away you go to meet your fate.  

Out of the gate and into the wood – 

Would you turn back if you could? 

 

Heather Caldwell  
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A Hidden Spirit  

The children were always making wild claims for the magic of the garden.  

“Look, we found fairies!” they gasp, brandishing handfuls of glitter that bounce of the 

sparks in their eyes. Feigning amusement at such games is one aspect of parenthood I 

don’t think I’l l ever perfect.  

“I wish you wouldn’t come in with muddy boots on,” I hear myself echoing my mother, 

her voice querulous and knackered, coming from long ago; a dusk -lit kitchen, the 

smell of shepherd’s pie.  

“But Daddy, fairies!”  

Samantha is tugging on Tim’s arm so hard it’s difficult to tell if he’s enthusiastic or 

just wincing. I concede to the whole performance and find myself led up the path to 

the back of the garden, noting the places where serious weeding needs to be done. 

When was the last time I ventured in this far? Ever since Emma left there seemed no 

point to mowing the lawn; the children love the grass when it’s long. Sometimes, 

washing the dishes at the window I’ll watch them, pushing  each other and laughing. 

Tim’ll come in like clockwork, ten minutes later, eyes streaming with hay -fever. 
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“Right kids what is it I’m supposed to be seeing?”  

“Fairies, you big oaf.”  

“Fairies, huh? What do fairies look like then?” Wearily, I crouch to their  level, the old 

knees stiff from last night’s squash match (Michael swamped me with that backhand 

of his).  

This time, Tim pipes up. “Lights. They’re lights.” It’s dusk and the garden is full of 

shadows. When they were tiny, I used to take them up here, han d in hand with the 

torch. We’d have a fire and tell ghost stories till Emma called us inside, pronouncing it 

too chilly to just sit. She wouldn’t even try the fire.  

“What kind of lights?” It’s cold enough now. Summer almost over, the promise of 

autumn frost, school uniforms to iron…  

“You have to take a picture.”  

“Come on, Daddy’s getting tired now.” I straighten up.  

“No really. You take a picture and then the photo shows them up. They’re ever so 

tiny.” Samantha with her matter -of-fact tone, a hallmark of Emma’s.  

Tim scrambles up the ash tree and whips a polaroid camera out of the birdhouse. I 

marvel at the way he leaps down and lands like a cat on both feet.  

“Where’d you get that?” They exchange a glance which I take as suspicious, 

significant.  

“You have to be very still,” Samantha warns me. Obediently I stand there in the dusk, 

straining my eyes to see. Beyond the garden fence, beyond the slope and the rooftops 

and chimneys, Emma and I are up at the top of Kildoon Hill, a blanket stretched before 

us, her face bathed in violet starlight. Or maybe it was the town that was bathed, the 

way the bluish dusk mixed with all the flickers of those amber streetlamps. We’re 

eating sugared strawberries, because it’s summer and everything’s ahead of us.  

“Daddy! You’re not paying attention!” Samantha snaps.  

“OK OK I am now. I’m watching.” After a nod from his sister, Tim creeps forward. I’m 

not sure what I’m supposed to be looking at. There’s a swarm of midges clustering 

around the nettles, whose ominous stalks are taller th an Tim himself. Tim lunges 

forward at once and takes a snap. The flash floats briefly in the air, l ike a white 

glowstick spilt underwater, slowly melting away into nothing. The darkness 

rearranges. Jackdaws rustle in the leaves above us.  

Excitedly, Tim shuffles over to me and holds out the polaroid while the picture 

develops. 

“We saw something about this in a book,” Samantha explains, “how cameras can 

capture a hidden spirit. Who knew we had fairies right here, in our garden? It’s a 

remarkable discovery.”  

The picture pulls out fully. Tim hands it to me and watches, nose dripping eagerly, 

while I examine it. There’s the sinuous shapes of the shrubbery, the black slant of the 
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shed. Most of the image, however, is taken up by a cloud of tiny lights, pulsing in m y 

shaky vision like silver orbs, millioning gleefully. I’m not sure if it disappoints me that 

the children are enraptured by a throng of glowing midges, caught momentarily as 

fairies in their camera flash. I think about what Emma would say, anxious about t he 

questionable origins of the camera itself, about Samantha’s magpie -eye for shiny 

things out of reach in shops. Isn’t there a film about this, two girls faking photos of 

fairies in their garden? What are they trying to prove?  

“Well?” The kids are impatient. I’m impatient too, waiting for my own reaction. 

Samantha rolls her eyes.  

“Look, if you’re worried about the camera, it’s just a present from Mum.”  

“Oh.” The force of this blow is surprising. I glance over at the midges, still humming 

away beside us, indifferent to the available flesh of our faces. Tim’s expression was 

devastating.  

“You don’t care,” he whimpered. I tuck the polaroid photo in the breast -pocket of my 

shirt.  

“Aw kids, of course I do.” I draw him towards me, folding him tight the way I’ve se en 

him hugging the neighbour’s dog, craving that sense of what I’d forgotten. His hair 

smells of grass and it needs a wash. Samantha looks bemused at our clumsy embrace. 

She’s pretending to play with the camera now, but I catch her eye without meaning to. 

There’s a spark there, a flash of something I know is mine. We both smile and I think 

she half believes me. 

Maybe that’s the magic of the garden.  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Day Fourteen 
 

Loco 
 

Rebel 
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Going Loco Down in Acapulco 

It was supposed to be business trip like any other . 

Maureen had arrived at 6am, tight lipped and with an even tighter bun, fresh off the 

red-eye from Gatwick to Acapulco. Of course, the company had offered her a midday 

flight- business class, you would do no less for your hottest new sales executive who 

was just about to close a lucrative deal with Rexio’s Rubber Ducks Inc. - but Maureen 

had refused. Economy class did her fine and besides she liked to sleep on the plane 

anyway. All she requested was that she get to her hotel as fast as possible, and she 

did so taking a brief shower and then changing from her black pinstripe suit in to her 

grey one. She did toy with the idea of wearing her dark grey suit, but all her suits 

were either grey or black, and she wanted to make sure it was obvious to the few 

hotel staff that might have seen her that she had changed.  

The hotel room was adequate, the air conditioning a welcome touch in the humid 

climate. Maureen opened her calendar which clearly allowed her an hour for lunch 

before returning to the hotel to prepare her  pitch tomorrow and finally checking her 

emails before an early night. She took a sharpened pencil from her breast pocket and 

skimmed it over her itinerary wondering if she might be able to pencil in an hour for a 

swim tonight but she decided against it.  This trip must run like clockwork– she thought 

to herself- no time for idle distractions.  

Just then the Bakelite plastic phone in the corner of the room rang. Maureen 

answered it impatiently, this call would cut in to her lunch time. Expecting it to be her 

boss ensuring she had arrived on time Maureen was surprised to hear the shrill man 

from the front desk telling her that a black limousine had arrived outside the hotel 

and the driver was insisting she come down. Maureen refused but the receptionist 

quite impertinently impressed that the driver was more -so demanding than 

requesting. Already behind her schedule Maureen decide to simply confront the 

limousine driver about his obvious mistake on her way out the door to lunch.  

When Maureen took the stairs- l ifts in Mexico were dangerously unreliable, she had 

read that in a paper somewhere- and made the lobby in no time. To her chagrin was 

not met by the limousine driver but the flustered speckled receptionist who told her 

the driver had returned to his vehicle and  was parked out front. Maureen strode 

furiously to the limo- already they had wasted 17 minutes of her lunch time - and 

opened the back door to speak to the driver (the windows at the front were all tinted 

and the door locked).  

“Look there’s obviously been a mistake,” Maureen began.  

“Can’t hear you love,” the driver murmured. Maureen fully stepped inside the limo to 

get right up to the partition but as she did the door automatically swung shut behind 

her and the wheels started turning.  

Maureen was less terri fied at the prospect of kidnapping than she was furious at the 

prospect of missing her pitch tomorrow. Ever safety conscious, Maureen sat down and 

buckled her seat belt and tried as firmly (but politely) as possible to convince the 

driver to let her out. Barely 5 minutes passed before the car pulled to a halt but 

before Maureen could make a bee-line for the handle the door was suddenly opened 
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from the other side. In stepped a glistening Adonis his golden hair was moistened with 

sparkling droplets of fragrant sweat. His scent was musky and inviting. He wore a tight 

white shirt that was unbuttoned exposing his bare bronzed chest. Maureen gasped, 

suddenly she was meant with a sensation she had never felt before she clasped her 

hand tightly in her lap.  

“Hello Maureen,” the charming man said breathily. His white teeth glittering behind 

his voluptuous red lips. “My name is Fabio Rexio.” Maureen felt a quivering in her 

thighs. 

“Mm..mm..Mr Rexio.” She stammered. “I thought our meeting was not until 

tomorrow. My pitch is…” 

“Oh Maureen,” he sighed, pressing a finger to her lips. “I am not here to talk business. 

I wanted to show you the sights of course.” Fabio leaned over and instructed the 

driver to move on before switching of the intercom and locking the partition.  

He then began to sensuously remove his shirt, exposing his chiselled abs. Maureen 

was overcome with frenzied desire and frantically removed her seatbelt. Fabio leaned 

over and kissed her passionately, their tongues winding around each other like two 

grass snakes in tandem. He unfurled Maureen’s tight bun. With her long hair following 

about her shoulders Maureen was suddenly transformed from dowdy sales rep to sexy 

vixen. He eagerly groped at her breasts and leaned over to kiss her neck. The kisses 

were like the ferocious suction of a plunger you had accidentally gotten stuck to a 

wall. She felt his ample rod against her thigh and he whispered to her “Maureen, you 

are my forbidden desire.” Maureen was not even embarrassed she was having sex in 

the back of a limo the warmth of their sticky love made her body slide up and down 

the seat. She wasn’t even bothered that she was missing her schedule at the sound of 

Fabio’s loud exultation she was sure she had closed the deal for the rubber duck 

shipment. 

The next morning Maureen woke in Fabio’s four poster bed which had black silk 

sheets. She was covered in glitter. Her hair was blonde now and she had her make up 

all done so that she looked like an alluring movie star. Fabio was swollen with lust at 

the sight of her and they fucked like rabbits again. Maureen had spent all night (when 

her and Fabio weren’t having hot sex) drinking and dancing on stage with strippers. 

She thought to herself - I have certainly gone loco in Acapulco.  

  

MC Bubble 

 

You’re Tearing Me Apart 

The red jacket’s hanging where it always is.  

On the back of the chair, next to the bed. The pockets are bulky with change, old 

receipts, cigarette packets. If I looked inside, who knows what I’d find? Maybe his car 

keys. Maybe a wallet.  
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Maybe his phone, with her number. 

‘Can I borrow this?’ I shrug the jacket on without waiting for him to answer, and it’s 

warm, smells like him, ‘I’m going for a smoke.’  

I do flick a lighter outside, but not for a cigarette. The jacket’s on the ground, and I 

want to drop the lighter on it. I want to watch it curl into nothing, for the phone with 

their texts to melt inside a pocket, I want to kick the ashes and tell him he never 

looked like a movie star anyway- 

The lighter goes out.  

I don’t burn the jacket. I leave it lying there o n the ground. 

It’s cold, walking home. My eyes sting.  

  

Molly Duffield 

 

 

 

 

A Pastel Pink Cliche 

Sam swore under his breath as he ran, gasping for breath, cursing his lack of fitness 

and his ridiculous, runaway dog. So much for a relaxing walk along the ri ver. “Hugo! 

Come back!” But he knew it was hopeless. His dog had ran off, no doubt in search of 

an intriguing new smell, and Sam was getting his workout for the whole 
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entire week. He was very much regretting wearing his new jumper, even if it was 

pretty and pastel pink and cliché. He liked fitting clichés, sometimes.  

He saw Hugo in the distance, and picked up the pace. “Hugo! Bad dog!” he shouted, 

and crashed into someone, tipping over, thrown terribly off balance. The ground 

looked hard and unforgiving and he noticed distantly that there was a puddle  right 

there, of course but his fall was stopped with a jerk, and he  found himself caught by 

strong arms. He reached out to steady himself, instinctively grabbing at the fabric in 

front him, and then came to his  senses with an astonishing jolt. Here he was, panting 

and sweaty and clutched like a character swooning in a romance novel to the chest of 

the most beautiful man he’d ever seen.  

“Umm,” he said articulately, and the man smiled, teeth startling white in his  dark 

face. 

“You okay?” the man said, and Sam nodded, not trusting himself enough to speak. He 

untangled himself from the man, sure he was blushing ridiculously, and then looked 

around for Hugo in a frantic bid to distract himself from the chiselled mounta in of a 

man who’d rescued him. The dog came pounding over to him, yapping and gambolling 

around him, and Sam smiled despite himself. “Bad Hugo,” he said, but the dog looked 

happy and free and his heart wasn’t in it.  

“Sorry,” Sam said, looking at the man, w ho thankfully looked amused and not angry. 

“He likes the river, it brings out his rebellious side, and he always manages to 

escape.”  

The man laughed. “Morag’s the same,” he said, pointing to a rambunctious and rather 

large golden retriever who came rocketing towards them, barking happily. Sam 

grinned, reaching down and extending a hand towards the dog. She licked him 

enthusiastically, and then scampered off to meet Hugo.  

“Your dog has a human name,” said Sam stupidly, and the man laughed again. It was 

an unfairly beautiful sound.  

“Yeah, and so does yours,” he said, smiling. “I’m Kevin,” he added, reaching out a 

hand to Sam. 

“I’m Sam,” Sam said, feeling his face, if that was even possible, become even redder.  

“Nice to meet you,” Kevin said, not letting go of Sam’s hand. “I like your jumper.”  

Sam laughed disbelievingly. “I l ike to be a cliché,” he said, and to his surprise and 

delight, Kevin chuckled, a grin spreading across his face. He made a mental note to get 

Hugo some extra treats later. Damn dog was a blo ody genius. 

Maura Kenny 
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Day Fifteen 
 

Decisions 
 

Fire 
 

“ A rose by any other name would smell as sweet “ 
(Shakespeare) 
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Alex  

He was heading back from the gym when another message pinged through. Wary, he 

glanced at the phone screen, but the right name lit up the screen. Alex.  

-“What are you up to today? x”  

Funny, that a combination of letters cou ld elicit such a response- but, no matter what 

her texts said, they always made him smile. He liked to picture her typing them out, 

maybe taking a minute or two to think over exactly what to say, laughing at whatever 

he’d said…  

-“Just back from the gym! Heading home for a shower x”  

Not that he had much to picture. The photo on her profile was a simple ocean view, 

with no other information listed. If she hadn’t messaged him first, he’d probably 

never even have noticed her.  

When he’d asked, she’d kept it simp le. Blonde hair. Blue eyes.  

-“Bulking up are we??? I like a bit of muscle ;) ”  

He debated over whether or not to send his reply. But then, secure in the knowledge 

that she’d flirted first - 

-“Send me a picture? I want to see you x”  

He got under the shower without waiting for a reply. Let the water run scalding hot, 

then gradually twisted the dial until it was freezing cold, tingling on his sore muscles. 

As he washed his hair, his phone buzzed. Expecting a rejection, he couldn’t help 

glancing at the screen- 

-Alex sent a photo.- 

He let the anticipation build as he rinsed off, clicked to open the image while 

scrubbing his hair with a towel. For a moment, the loading symbol spun - then a 

picture bloomed, sent his stomach swooping. Curly blonde hair, eyes that crin kled up 

at the edges, killer smile- 

He realised he’d never asked if “Alex” was short for “Alexandra”.  

For a while, he’d been pretending. Pretending that he switched his preferences from 

girls to boys and back again just to see what other guys put on their profiles; just out 

of curiosity…  

It hadn’t even occurred to him that he’d matched with Alex during one of those little 

switches. 

He’d explained it away before. One of his mates must have messed with his settings, 

what a wind up, he was surprised they hadn’ t sent a cheeky message or two as well, 

sorry about the mix up- 

-“Hope I haven’t put you off!”  
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But the photo hadn’t put him off. Far from it; anything he’d imagined when picturing 

the female Alex was nothing, nothing compared to the warmth that was coursin g 

through him now. Fingers fumbling, he managed to tap out a reply.  

-“No way. You’ve got a great smile. Fancy getting a drink this weekend? x”  

 

Molly Duffield 

 

 

The Flicker of a Flame 

Violet didn’t like fire. After all the fires she’d seen, all the destruc tion she’d 

witnessed, all the terrible things she’d had to do, to protect herself, to protect those 

she loved… The lines between good and evil had been blurred for god knows how long, 

and she was no longer quite sure where she stood. If bad deeds are done by good 

people who are trying to do good, does that make the deeds less bad or the people 

less good? 

Violet didn’t know.  

But she knew that fire was right at the heart of it. Fire had ripped apart her family, 

killed her parents. Fire had killed her friends,  destroyed her home and the homes of 

so many others, decimated communities, turned safe places into a pile of ashes.  

She’d tried to rebuild her life. But the smell of smoke still made her twitch, made her 

heart beat faster, made her palms sweat and her pul se quicken. She wasn’t scared of 

much, anymore, but she couldn’t have candles in her house, couldn’t go near bonfires. 

Even fireplaces, where fire was contained and controlled, were sources of terror for 

her. 

She’d banished a lot of demons. But the flicker  of a flame reminded her of all the 

devastation she’d seen, and that…  

Well. She didn’t think that would ever go away.  

 

Maura Kenny 
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Day Sixteen 
 

Alone 
 

Journey 
 

“ C’mon Everybody “ 
(Elvis Presley) 
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What Happens Is This 

No-one tells you what happens when you die. Religions have their ideas, but how 

could they know? Guesses, hypotheses, theories… The leaps of terrified minds. The 

fear of the unknown. People imagine a hell or a heaven or something in between, but 

what happens is this:  

Your body dies. Your eyes close. Your consciousness leaves your body. And you  die.  

And then you wake up. You wake up alone in a vast desert, with nothing but sand as 

far as the eye can see. If you were to stoop, to touch the ground, run your hands 

through the sand, you would feel a coldness, more like snow than sand. But people 

rarely do. What happens is this:  

You walk. You walk through the desert, under the endless starless cloudless night. 

How long you walk depends on your life, on your thoughts, on what you’ve done with 

your time alive. Some people walk for years. Some people walk forever.  

And then, if you’re lucky, you’ll reach the end of your desert. And then what happens 

is this:  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

In Hong Kong 

I could hear their laughter from my room. They were speaking Chinese so the jokes 

were lost on me. I tried to read my book, but could n’t concentrate. I decided to take 

an evening stroll.  

The air that greeted me as I left the hostel was still humid. These aimless walks had 

become part of my routine in Hong Kong. I had come to do one thing, and in the end, 

it couldn’t be done. But I had booked three weeks there. Mostly I hid in the hostel but 

sometimes the laughter forced me out.  

I stared with hatred at every Chinese face that passed me. Unsure of what to do, I 

went to a convenience store and bought a beer. There were prostitutes there too , 

stumbling over their high heels, drinking the same kind of beer as me. I gave my best 

effort not to look at them. After two more beers, time passed more quickly and I felt 

as though Hong Kong was calling me. I wanted to drink at a bar, no matter how 

expensive. 

At the bar, I ordered a vodka and coke. For a while, I l istened to the conversations 

surrounding me. I became fixated on an attractive American couple, but they left 

while I was halfway through my second drink. I thought about the prostitutes and it  

made me feel sad. Then I thought of all the women I knew, family, friends and tried to 
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imagine what circumstances could lead them to that situation. I felt their pain and a 

calmness overtook me. 

I left the bar and as I entered another convenience store, I  smiled at a Filipino 

prostitute. She approached me.  

‘I like you’ she said.  

‘I like you too.’ She smiled at me. Her teeth were crooked or missing. But it was a 

sweet smile. She stroked my arm gently. As we walked through the street, she 

tightened her arm around mine. The hotel had a red neon sign. After seeing the 

decrepit, leering man at reception and the dank peeling walls, I took her arm off mine. 

Her screeches followed as I fled.  

Back at the hostel, I sat in the reception area and observed the laughing Chinese. 

There were four men and two women. One of the women smiled just like the Filipino.  

‘C’mon everybody!’ the hostel worker shouted. They all arose and gathered around 

him. The Europeans came out their rooms and then they all left to watch the horse 

races. The hostel was empty, except me and the woman behind reception. She didn’t 

look up from her computer. She typed slowly. Otherwise the hostel was quiet.  

I went to my room and lay on my bed. I picked up my book and began reading. It was 

silent and I could finally understand the page I’d gone over three times already. I 

couldn’t focus and went to the window and gazed down at the people below. Then I 

closed my eyes and felt the gentle stroke of her arm once more.  

 

James Hunter 
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Day Seventeen 
 

Protect 
 

Life 
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Monster 

The monster first came when Steph was six, hiding under her bed and growling. It was 

only there at night, and Steph never saw it, and even though the noises were scary, 

Steph somehow knew it wouldn’t hurt her.  

 

“What is your name?” she asked the monste r one night, leaning down and whispering. 

The monster didn’t answer.  

 

But still she asked, every night, until one night the monster did answer. “I don’t have 

a name,” it hissed, and Steph frowned.  

 

“How can you not have a name?” she asked, confused, but th e monster didn’t answer. 

“We’ll have to find you a name,” Steph said decidedly. “Are you a girl?”  

 

“Yes,” came the voice, and Steph smiled.  

 

“Good,” she said forcefully. “Boys are stupid.”  

 

By the time Steph was ten, the monster was the closest friend she had, but she still 

hadn’t found a name. She’d looked in all the books she could read, but although she 

wrote them all down and read them to the monster, none of them were right.  

 

But still, they talked, and Steph read to the monster from her books, and her  parents 

thought she was talking to herself.  

 

“What is life?” the monster asked, her voice raspy and hoarse from under the bed.  

 

Steph thought about it for a minute before answering. “I don’t know,” she said. “I 

don’t know the definition. But I can look it  up in the big dictionary in the morning, and 

tell you tomorrow night?”  

 

She came back the next night with the definition written down on a scrap of paper. 

“There were two definitions,” she said, curled up on her bed, quilt wrapped around 

her. “1. The cond it ion that distinguishes animals and plants from inorganic matter, 

including the capacity for growth, reproduction, functional activity, and continual 
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change preceding death.” The monster made a strange noise, and Steph laughed. “I 

had to look up some of those words too,” she said, “I can explain it?” And she did, and 

the monster was quiet.  

 

“The second definition was shorter,” Steph said, squinting at the paper. “2. The 

existence of an individual human being or animal.”  

 

The monster didn’t speak for quite some time. 

 

“Have you gone to sleep?” Steph whispered.  

 

“No,” the monster said, but her voice was barely there.  

 

“Are you okay?” asked Steph.  

 

“Do you think I have life?” asked the monster.  

 

Steph thought about it. “Yes,” she said finally, “of course. You exist, don’t you? So 

you’re alive. And you have life.”  

 

The monster didn’t say anything, but as Steph drifted off into sleep, she thought that 

the sounds the monster was making seemed much happier than usual.  

 

When Steph was fourteen, she knew that not eve ryone had a monster under the bed. 

She didn’t care. The monster was still her best friend. And she still hadn’t found the 

right name. 

 

When Steph was fifteen, her school friends were talking about boys. Steph didn’t 

understand the fascination. Neither did the monster. They talked about the stars and 

the planets and life and animals.  

 

When Steph was sixteen, she went to a sleepover at her friend’s house. She was given 

their spare bed, and without the noises under her bed, she didn’t get a wink of sleep.  
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When Steph was seventeen, she got accepted into university, a university far across 

the country. That night, she went to bed early. Her monster was there.  

 

“Monster?” she asked tentatively. She still hadn’t found the right name.  

 

“Yes?” 

 

“I’m going to uni,” Steph said. “I’m moving away.”  

 

The monster was silent.  

 

“Will you come with me?” Steph asked.  

 

“If you find my name,” said the monster, but she sounded sad.  

 

“I will,” Steph promised, but she didn’t think the monster believed her.  

 

The summer before Steph left for university, she turned eighteen. And that night, she 

dreamed of her monster, sitting on the bed beside her, and she turned and put her 

mouth near Sophie’s ear, and whispered a name.  

 

“Freya,” Steph gasped, waking with a jolt, and the monster said it with her, joy in her 

voice. “Freya.”  

 

The next day, Steph woke up, and instead of a monster under her bed, there was a girl 

standing beside the bed. A human girl.  

 

Freya. 

 

Maura Kenny 
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Hatchling 

I had found it by accident. Actually, I almost stepped o n it. But the burnished sheen of 

the shell struck my eye just in time. I sunk to the grass for a closer look, dew -drops 

sinking into my jeans. 

It was so very small; small enough to fit in one hand. Poor thing must have been 

abandoned – there were no nest nearby that it could have come from. Well, I couldn’t 

just have left it there; it would have died. Ever so gently, I scooped up the tiny egg; 

the metallic marbled casing glowing in the dusky light of the setting sun. It felt cold. 

Dangerously cold. Hugging the egg close, I scarpered through the trees, desperate to 

get it back home – to get it safe. To keep it alive.  

I didn’t tell anyone about the egg. I knew they’d just take it away and I couldn’t let 

that happen. The egg was sitting in a pail over the fire,  surrounded by stones. I 

started to worry that it might already have been dead when I found it. Who knows 

how long it had been lying there in the wet grass. Maybe it was all just a waste of 

time. Bu then, a small scratch, follow by a soft rattle.  

I reached the tongs into the pail, being as careful as I could while trying to get a 

secure grip on the egg. Once grasped, I placed it in a bundled nest of blankets. It 

wasn’t long before the glossy shell began to crack and fracture as something sharp 

inside started to break its way out. And the it was sitting there: curled in the 

remnants of its shiny home. 

It was no bigger than a mouse. Tiny little scales of golden -green glittered by the 

fireside. Frail wings the size of a holly leaf. Golden eyes blinked weakly up  at me. It let 

out a very tiny chirp. I reached out a finger which the little dragon bopped with his 

little dragon head.  

“I’m gonna call you Copper.”  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Eighteen 
 

Anachronistic 
 

Zenith 
 

“Blue Lips” 
(Regina Spektor) 
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The Study of Witches 

Extract from “The Study of Witches”  by Stephen Cabrano:  

Magic tends to skip a generation. Often, witches learn from their grandmothers, and 

so they always have a slightly old-fashioned approach to things. Heavy spellbooks 

filled with crammed handwritten spells and recipes, old cauldrons and knives… Not to 

mention that specialised tools such as broomsticks and wands are remarkably 

expensive- hard to make, so there are few who do.   It’s rare that your average village 

witch will have a new one. More likely she’ll have a broom that’s been handed down 

from at least four witches before her, that’s been mended and patched so often that 

there’s very little of the original broom left.  

But the witches themselves tend to be  modern, and it makes for an entertaining and 

remarkable system. Young witches are filled with thoughts about progress and new 

ideas and a fresh outlook on everything. They work closely with the people and they 

learn what they want. Witches are almost always empathetic, caring, concerned about 

the people in their village, the people under their  care. They talk with the people and 

they hear their ideas and then they try and implement them.  

Because of this, witches’ homes are always so anachronistic. Old books stacked beside 

laptops, cauldrons beside electric kettles, and once I even saw a brand -new modern 

motorbike in a garage beside an old broom with half of its twigs bent all over the 

place. It truly is an interesting juxtaposition.  

Note scrawled at the bottom of the page in pencil:  

What absolute fucking bollocks. What a wanker. If I’d known he was going to write 

this drivel I’d never have let him in my bloody house. What did he do, go to three 

witches’  houses and decide he was an expert? Just another man with unwanted 

opinions. Well he can take his bloody ‘study  of witches’  and shove it up his own arse. 

And I’ll remember this if he ever needs help from an ‘anachronistic  witch’.  Pompous 

prick.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

Lipstick Like the Mediterranean  

Her entire summer had been spent deliberating on the perfect colour of lipstick. 

Surveying the Boots selection, she felt l ike Christopher Columbus, confident that there 

was a perfect shade to send her on the route to beauty. Each new colour would be 

placed next to her hazel eyes, while she contemplated the ways they complimented 

her translucent skin. It was a long process, ye t there was nothing tedious about it. Her 

nose was turned up, her eyes deep-set, overall giving the impression of an 

anthropomorphic piglet. Her neck was like liquid, dripping over her shirt collar. 
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Makeup was her one true saviour and this new makeup was a s beautiful and blue as 

the ocean she had seen in Greece with her parents. The zenith of her finds.  

Her mum’s reaction ignited an uncontrollable fury. ‘That’s too blue! You look like 

you’ve just been defrosted!’  

A collage of her mother’s fashion mistakes w as displayed in the gallery of her mind. 

She erased these cerebral sketches from her psyche as she simultaneously attempted 

to erase any idea in her mother’s brain that she was capable of handing out fashion 

advice. She was as harsh and cutting as a rusty razor, and the nasty slashes left a more 

permanent scar than any physical damage could. Her ideas of style were 

anachronistic. Perhaps she was once beautiful and knowing, but she had long since 

faded into forgotten memories where the old and ugly resided.  

After her mother’s cruel comments, she showed her lipstick to Gary. He was as fat and 

unattractive as she was, but also effeminate enough to convince her he understood 

fashion. ‘Oh, my god. Yes! That is gorgeous!’  

Summer ended and her confidence had been i nflated. She was careful only to confer 

with those she knew would expand her already bursting ego. She swaggered towards 

her classroom, glancing smugly at the hideous trolls who lurked at each corner. She 

was a princess in a fairy tale, a shining star thro ugh the miniature universe of a high 

school. 

However, when she entered her classroom, she was as unnoticed as an unneeded buoy 

amongst the sea of beautiful and popular people. But an observant captain sailed 

towards. It was Alex Hepburn, the best -looking boy in the class. From those perfectly 

curved lips came a seductive lilt: ‘Lucy, that lipstick…’  

‘Yes?’ her voice tremored, as she gazed into his eyes. They were as blue and hypnotic 

as her lips.  

‘It makes you look like a fucking corpse. Especially seeing a s you’re so bloody pasty!’  

Alice Jenkins’ perked at the sound of humiliation. ‘Yea, you’re right! God, she does 

look like a dead body.’  

The entire fleet of twenty-two teenagers turned to face her. Their laughter was like an 

explosion and it was as unbearable as torture itself. She stared down at the graffiti, 

pretending to read. But in her mind, she was wishing she had listened to her mum, 

thinking that maybe the old ways weren’t so bad.  

James Hunter 
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Aiden & Ariel 

The pair of them, born under Gemini in  two different continents and yet here they 

were, together in a tent that was perched quite precariously on a mountainside out in 

the Cairngorms. The natural darkness of an evening made them sleep far earlier than 

they would’ve at home in their busy city l ives. Ariel suffered perpetually from bouts of 

insomnia and the sound of the crickets humming kept her awake, even here in the 

stillness. She crawled out around midnight, leaving her sleeping bag in a shrunken 

ball, and decided upon a miniature hike up to the crags of their chosen mountain.  

Only yesterday Aidan had said to her, By god you’re weird. He meant something about 

the way she crumbled her food into bits before she could eat it, or how she had to 

comb her hair 33 times each night, or how she wouldn’ t stop singing that old Tim 

Buckley song, ‘Song to the Siren’ at all hours of the day. Ariel couldn’t help it; it was a 

damn fine tune and a treat to hear her voice in reverb, soaring out across the valley 

and shivering in the pines.  

They had met at a business conference in Edinburgh only a year or so ago. Aidan 

worked for an old-fashioned company who made money from burning coal; Ariel for a 

startup who sold trendy mineral water at what Aidan considered an extortionate 

price. His whole brand was money to burn, while hers was clean and pure. They’d 

become good friends by ripping into the hypocrisies of their mutual employers while 

sneaking coffee breaks behind the corporate screens; after the interval for lunch, they 

sat next to each other and he’d scribbled  funny notes on her ring-binder. When the 

day was over, they exchanged Outlook accounts and spent the next few months 

writing hundreds of urgent, enthusiastic emails to each other. They gushed about a 

mutual love for the wilderness, their craving for air a nd light and the shelter of 
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mountains beneath sunset skies. Aidan quibbled with Ariel’s definition of the sublime. 

They argued about music: she was a ballad girl with a heart for folksongs and lost 

shanties passed down through her father’s radio; he liked fiery punk rock, the kind 

where the singer had to spit frequently onstage as if the words had congealed in his 

mouth. 

Now they were here. By some miraculous alignment of mystical equations, they found 

themselves cooking pasta together on a cheap stove and taking long, leg-kill ing walks 

over burns and hillsides. The weather had at least been intermittently kind. Ariel and 

Aiden had gotten on so well, talking incessantly about their respective lives and 

admiring the scenery; but things had changed as of yeste rday, when they visited the 

Wells of Dee. It was almost dark by the time they found the treasured landmark, 

neither of them being particularly adept with maps – in the city, you could just trust 

Google. All afternoon, they had traipsed for hours through bo ggy terrain, the land 

around them smelling of coldness and snow and pale sweet heather. It was summer, 

but they suspected that here it would always smell of snow. At the Wells, the dusk 

rose its lilac shroud around them as they stood before the river’s sou rce, its outflow 

splashing off the mountainside in dramatic ripples of silver. There was a deep sense of 

mystery contained in that lake of water, an opaqueness of grey that would not give up 

its secret even as one broke the surface with a boot or a stick o r a finger. Standing by 

the water, Aidan observed a change come over Ariel. She shook out her French plait, 

which had gathered considerable dishevelment from three days of hiking. She pulled 

off her socks and shoes and rolled up her oil -black leggings and waded into the 

pools. Come in, it’s lovely.  He shook his head and just stood there, watching, an 

impenetrability suddenly coming between them.  

In a sense, this was the zenith of her being before him. She was purely, utterly in her 

element. She splashed the freezing water on her face, arms flailing playfully. Later 

that evening, cooking her soup on the stove, he burnt the back of his hand quite 

badly. 

She had felt for the burn in the dark of the tent. Its tender red tissue was swollen; it 

felt like touching the mulch of a distant planet. She unravelled her body and entered 

the night alone. The crags found her as if by instinct and soon she was sitting in her 

night slip and cardigan knit, bearing her body to the moon.  

She knew that soon he would wake at the so und of a kestrel bursting from the forest, 

its firework snap following rumbles that shook the bristled tops of trees and spread 

like a spell across the mountains, l ike the promise of some imminent eruption. She 

knew that he would open his arms and there wo uld be a gaping space where she was 

supposed to be. Then the igneous lump of his heart would incur its first melting. Until 

then, what else was there to do but study the constellations?  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Day Nineteen 
 

Antiquated 
 

Facetious 
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The Leather Bound Book 

Neither of us could remember where the bookshop was. By the time we found it, it 

was about to close. It was a narrow shop on a narrow lane just off the High Street. An 

old black lantern was perched above it.  

The dust stung my eyes. The old man behind the counter was as yellow and fad ed as 

the books. He stood up as he saw the two serious -faced men in suits.  

‘Mr McLellan?’ my colleague asked.  

‘Is this about the attachment?’  

‘Yes, that’s correct. I’m from the Sheriff Officers…’ I drifted off during his usual 

speech. He tried to appear sympathetic, but often came across as facetious instead. 

No doubt he was offending him but I wasn’t supposed to involve myself.  

I studied the interior. It was an antiquated shop amidst a town that had no patience 

for the past. I remembered browsing the shelv es when I was a wee boy. I got older 

and lost interest in reading. At the back were some leather bound books. I picked one 

up and felt the flame of nostalgia.  

My colleague handed me a clipboard and dictated attachable goods and their 

estimated value at auction. Occasionally I caught the old man staring venomously at 

us. I knew my colleague had upset him.  

We finished much faster than usual. Years of a life dedicated to what amounted to so 

little.  

‘Thank you, Mr McLellan.’ As we were leaving, I turned back an d grabbed the leather 

bound book. 

‘That’ll be £10.’  

On the way back, my colleague was laughing.  

‘I can’t believe you bought a book from a shop we’re doing an attachment on. I’ve 

never seen that before.’  

‘I just wanted the book.’  

‘What’s it about anyway?’  

‘I’m actually not sure. But I remember my parents had the same one.’  

I showed it to my parents as soon as I got home. They didn’t recognise it. There was a 

worn illustration of a small cabin in disrepair on the first page. It brought me back to 

our old house and the emotions overwhelmed me. Nevertheless, my parents were 

adamant they’d never seen the book before.  

For the first time in years, I sat down to read a book. It took me two months. 

Afterwards, I felt l ike reading another. There was something in those  stained pages 

that had inspired me.  

The next day I searched for the shop before work. Once again, I struggled to find it.  



P a g e  | 106 

‘Excuse me, but do you know where McLellan’s Books is?’  

The old woman shook her head. Discouraged, I began walking back to the centre  when 

I saw the black lantern. It stood above a deserted shop. The elegant lettering had 

disappeared, as had the old man. The shop was gone. I stared at the empty windows 

and studied my reflection, thinking how suddenly I looked like a man. It was gone.  

I walked to the centre, tightening my grip around the leather bound book.  

 

James Hunter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just Another Bookshop 

It felt just like one of those old bookshops, with the stacks of books and the old chairs 

and the piles of maps and the hidden corners.  People would go to it, explore through 

shelves of ancient books, laugh at the doors that were blatantly too small for even the 

shortest human, and occasionally buy a book from the bored teenager at the desk, 

who had school work open on the desk in front o f her and an apparent lack of interest 

in anyone or anything that happened.  
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But if you knew which shelf to go to, which book to open, which words to say, then 

another door would open, and you could go through to another shop. One that 

couldn’t be more different. One that was instantly, obviously magical.  

 

Bundles of herbs hanging from the ceiling, tied with colourful string. Rows and rows of 

different coloured glass jars, containing everything from dried flies to human toenails 

to vampire blood. Sacks of lentils, beans, soil,  gravel, sands from the furthest deserts 

and snow from the coldest tundras. There was a whole clothing section, with hats and 

cloaks and flame-proof gloves and water-proof boots and thermal underwear. There 

were racks of broomsticks, from the cheapest model to the racing class. There were 

crystal balls and cauldrons and amulets and spell books and quills and parchment and 

knives (for potion making or for self -defence). There was a wall with hundreds of tiny 

bits of paper, offering casting lessons or needing a special rare herb or asking if 

anyone had seen a missing cat or informing everyone of a group meeting to knit.  

 

The air smelled of smoke and rum and strange herbs and incense. To me, it always felt 

like coming home. 

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

Internal Screaming 

It’s been five hours, and my shoes are at war with my feet. They are nice enough 

shoes but the old wooden floor is stubbornly rigid and cares little for the comfort of 

the staff who have to stand on it for hours at a time.  

I re-plaster my smile as someone approaches the desk. The walk straight from the 

front door to the desk: there are only ever two kinds of customers who do that; ones 

who know exactly what they want, and ones who have absolutely no clue. I doesn’t 

take much to guess which one this person falls into.  

“I’m looking for a book.” He says, casually forgetting the social protocol that instructs 

one person to greet another before they talk.  

“A book?” I say.  This is a bookshop, I think. 

“Yes, a book.” He says again, as if by saying it clearer the second time would make me 

suddenly realise the exact, perfect book that was in his mind.  

“Anything specific?”  

“Yes.”  Oh, good. It’s  not as if specificity requires details.  

“Do you know the name of it?”  
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“No.”  That’s  ok, titles can be hard.  

“The author?”  

“No.”  Alright, a bit more difficult then.  

“Do you remember the genre?”  

“It was fiction, if that helps.”  Amazingly, it doesn’t.  

“Was it sci-fi, fantasy, history…”  

“It was set in France.”  

“France?”  Well, that narrows it down from all of fiction.  

“Yes. Or they went to France.”  

“So, it might not have been set in France?”  

“No. But there was definitely  talking  about France at some point.”  

“Riiiiight.”  

“Actually, it might have been Italy.”  

This was going to be a long day…  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Twenty 
 

Discombobulate 
 

Odious 
 

“Fools Who Dream” 
(Emma Stone) 
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Vindictive Bastard 

“You odious little creature!”  

I screamed at the fluffy ball of spite. It had been two weeks and I was still being 

punished because my resident demon fails to understand the properties of water – i.e. 

if you chose to walk along the edge of a bath tub full of water, there is a chance of 

falling and getting very wet.  

I knelt, trying to scoop up the frozen peas that were making a bid for freedom across 

the kitchen floor. The monster decided to claw open a full bag of them. It sat – cool as 

anything – on the counter, tail swishing with indifference.  

“Honestly, Snuffles, when does this end?” Snuffles just glares, “You’re a vengeful little 

bastard, kitty.” I mutter at the cat.  

  

It was several hours after the incident with the peas and I was sitting on th e sofa 

when I felt an insistent paw at my shoulder.  

“What do you want?” Black feet padded down my body and settled in my lap. “If you 

think I’m going to pet you after that stunt then —”  

But the little fluffy monster had started purring. Well, he might be a vindictive 

bastard, but he was my vindictive bastard.  

 

Heather Caldwell  

 

Have Fun 

People are sitting next to me in this train.  

Matt blinked at the text, and then typed out a tentative reply. 

i mean 

that’s usually how it goes on trains  

The quickness of Sarah’s  reply suggested she wasn’t  reading, wasn’t  writing, wasn’t  

doing her normal train activities.  

Yes. 

But there’s  lots of them. 

They’re  so noisy. 

And there is an odious smell.  

Mark chuckled. 

odious? 

you’re such a fucking pretentious writer  
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Sarah’s  reply was a middle finger emoji, and Mark grinned. 

it’s not a long journey tho, you’ll be fine  

WILL I???? 

stop overreacting  

I am NOT overreacting.  

… 

Alright fine maybe I am. 

But they’re  drinking beer and being loud. 

I’m  going to deafen myself with how high my music is turned up, honestly.  

you’ll be fine  

anyway 

i’m going into my meeting now  

thanks for entertaining me  

No don’t  leave me! 

have fun! 

Mark turned off his phone with a smile, feeling much better about his shitty meeting. 

At least he wasn’t  on a train. 

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

A Memorable Audition 

The sheet that had been given to me said she wanted, no sorry, ‘needed’ a single 

spotlight just off centre. All these young actresses, no longer bright eyed and busy 

tailed, still looking at their lines and lyrics they’d bee n rehearsing all week, entering 

the theatre, adorned with modesty, and ‘yes sirs’, ‘no sirs’, ‘and thank you sirs’ before 

I’d even said anything.  

Now…their faces are glued to their phone screens, taking pictures of themselves, 

pushing their tits up for a camera, strolling on to the stage like it owes them 

something, with no sense of awe; and no one says ‘sir’ anymore. There was no day I 

didn’t sit here, sweat dripping down my back because the manager wouldn’t get the 

fucking heating fucking fixed, that I wo uldn’t take a gun, and mow down every 

damned girl, before, during, and after their audition, before topping myself for 

allowing them to enter this hallowed place. I no longer spent the night before 

researching the hundreds of girls, trying to get a head st art on my first impressions. 

Every tune, every lyric, I dreaded. Today was no exception.  
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She came on to the stage, skittish like a deer who’d be spooked by a far off gun shot. 

Hers was the first ‘sir’ I’d heard in this theatre in almost a decade. She begge d pardon 

for her hair, her clothes, and the plaster on her knee. Avoiding direct eye contact, she 

asked if she may give us all another copy of her résumé - I merely gestured for her to 

approach. 

She returned to her single off centre spotlight, nodded to the  pianist, and opened her 

mouth. Oh, how many years had it been since I’d heard that song? Every note, trickle 

of melody and harmony, came back to me. I could feel myself subconsciously mouth 

the words, a musical muscle memory. I hoped Jack and Dan didn’t n otice this, nor the 

tears that had begun to roll down my cheeks, one even resting on the tip of my nose.  

Each word that came from her mouth took me further and further back. I could see 

the open air cinema from our 30th anniversary, our 25th, 15th, 5th, al l the way back 

to our very first date. Closing my eyes, I saw the night I proposed. We’d given up on 

the tent; he was just desperate to sleep under the stars anyway like he did when he 

was a kid. We left the car running, the radio playing for naught (a wor d he taught me) 

but our ears and the night. As soon as I heard this song, this same song that this 

ingénue now graced us with, I knew that I wanted to marry him. It took him ‘til the 

end of the song to say yes.  

So many memories all woven into each sound, e ach key change and lyric, like a series 

of sentimental chords played alongside the melody. I could do nothing to prevent 

them from coming. It wasn’t until Dan budged me with his elbow that I realised that 

she was done. 

‘Thank you, erm, Lydia, right? If you  could just tell the next girl to come in, that’d be 

great, thanks.’ Dan looked at Jack; Jack looked at Dan, and they both looked at me. 

They shook their heads.  

 

James Reynolds 

 

Scotland’s Too Small 

When I was twenty-years-old, I had no ambition. I was working at my dad’s garage and 

Falkirk was the only part of the world I needed. There was nothing I wanted past 

Stirling, and I felt happier that I’ve felt since. A few days after my twenty -first 

birthday, that all changed. Bethany was off to Australia with G raeme Walkinshaw. 

‘The world’s too big and Scotland’s too small.’  That’s how she phrased it. She had 

ambition. I’m not sure where she found it. But that day, she handed it to me.  

By the time I was twenty-five I had opened my first shop. There were warnings  

aplenty. It was expected to go the way every Scottish High Street premises tends to go 

nowadays, but I opened it up in Falkirk town centre. A clothes shop expected to be in 

tatters after its first month.  
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Instead, the business stayed in shape and shops dar ted across the country like thread 

from a sewing machine. As I tightened my grip on the country, all I wished I could do 

was tighten my grip on her once again, just for even one brief second. I was sure she’d 

hear of my success. But that contact never came . 

I stayed in Falkirk all my life and married a beautiful local woman. The most beautiful, 

but she could never match my woman, who fled to Australia to escape. My world 

became wrapped in new business, my new life, my new love. But always hidden 

beneath the surface, occasionally bursting through the seams, was Bethany.  

Time eventually healed over that past wound and she seemed no longer part of my 

life. But last week, I was in Sydney on a business trip. My wife was sleeping besides 

me but I couldn’t sleep after the flight. Flipping through the channels, I saw her face. 

The Australian sun and father time hadn’t been kind to her. She was heavily wrinkled 

and her voice quivered gently. She was not quite as powerful as she was before. I 

compared her to myself. I had become steadier, more confident with age, whereas 

these qualities had diminished in her. Nevertheless, the spark of love blasted in my 

heart. 

She was beside Graeme and they were talking about the injustices of sweatshops.  

‘These big companies have odious practices. There’s…’ An onslaught of successful 

clothes company names followed mine got honourable mention as one of the worse. 

She emphasised its name, almost savouring it.  

I glanced across at my wife. Her steady breathing normally calmed me. But I cou ldn’t 

be calmed. In one sentence, twenty years of my life had been wasted.  

 

James Hunter 
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Day Twenty-one 
 

Omniscient 
 

Reverberation 
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The Charge of a Star 

Horoscopes are very rarely right – or if they are, it’s probably because it was very 

general in the first place. But that is not t o say that the future is not written in the 

stars. Quite the contrary – the stars know everything – you just need to know how to 

read them, and then, of course, what they say actually means.  

Sometimes, the faintest tinge of pink on the moon can forewarn of  a great and bloody 

battle with startling accuracy. Sometimes the stars can chime in just the right way to 

tell you that sometime tomorrow at some place, somewhere in the world something 

important will happen – but it will definitely have something to do w ith pigeons.  

Either way, it pays to watch the stars; not just began you can charge people a fortune 

to tell their fortune; or because Mercury has very good investment tips; but because, 

sometimes – just sometimes – you get to see something spectacular.  

 

Heather Caldwell  

Mario Kart  

“It is absolutely fucking freezing,” Em muttered, gazing up at the stars and the full 

moon in the dark night sky, and scowled as she heard a laugh through her 

earpiece.  “Don’t laugh!”  

“Come  on, I’m  allowed to laugh,”  Lucy said, and Em could hear how amused she was.  

“It’s alright for you, I’m sure you’re nice and warm in your cosy car with the heater 

on,” Em said, rubbing her hands together. They felt like little blocks of ice.  

“Yeah,  I am,”  Lucy said smugly,  “I bet you’re  upset that the random final race was 

Rainbow Road now, huh?”  

“It’s not fair that you’re so much better at that one!” Em snapped, and Lucy laughed 

again. “I’m gonna win next time, and then you’ll have to stand out in the cold to 

watch the building.”  

“Yeah,  right,”  Lucy said, “is  that a promise?”  

“Yes,” Em said vehemently, and then straightened as she saw movement. “Ooh, heads 

up, there he is.”  

“I’m  on my way,”  Lucy said, and Em heard the door open.  “The  one who arrests him 

choses dinner tonight?”  

“You’re on,” Em said, and started to run.  

 

Maura Kenny 
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A Special Eclipse  

There was going to be an eclipse that night and they wanted to play during it. Alasdair 

already felt tired after the first song. He had never played with others before. His ears 

hurt too, but he maintained a fake smile. For months, he had been badgering Harry 

Dickson to let him practice with them and he had finally conceded.  

Harry’s parents had a huge house, with all the equipment. It meant they could play 

outside in the garden. They were playing hard -core metal. It wasn’t Alasdair’s normal 

style, but he was a geek desperate to rise to the status of an emo. This was his chance 

to ascend from his old social circle and he didn’t want to mess it up.  

There were five of them; Harry on vocals; Sam Watson on l ead guitar; Thomas Healy 

on bass; John Ellis on drums; and Alasdair on rhythm guitar. They were dressed in 

black with heavy make-up, while he wore a red t-shirt. His glasses sometimes fell from 

his face, hindering his playing.  

‘Great playing, there Alasdair’ Harry said to him. The others smirked. It was clear they 

didn’t agree. They played another song. He felt their eyes on him. As it got closer to 

the eclipse, their playing worsened. They were all slightly shifty, except Harry, who 

continued to sing the same as before. Alasdair stared at him, admiring his confident 

aura, almost unable to believe they were now friends.  

Afterwards they took a break. They lay on the grass together. He and Harry relaxed, 

while the others continuously gazed at their watches.  

‘You’ve really got talent. Definitely come next week.’  

‘Thanks, I will.’  

If Harry said he had talent, he did. He was like an omniscient God to him, his words 

holding such magnitude for Alasdair. He continued staring at him, studying the simple 

details of his face and wondering how he could imitate his makeup.  

‘Harry, it’s almost time.’ shouted Sam.  

‘Oh, right. I’ll be back in a sec.’ He got up and disappeared around a corner. Alasdair 

hadn’t wanted him to leave him alone to lie awkwardly with the others. Thom as began 

plucking his bass. It was one monotonous note repeated over and over, the 

reverberation shaking the ground. It was felt pleasant, a gentle tickling sensation. He 

shut his eyes.  

Suddenly, he felt something tightening against his body. When he opene d his eyes, he 

saw Sam and John tying a rope around him.  

‘What are you doing?’ he laughed.  

They didn’t laugh back, but just continued to tie it around him. He tried to struggle, 

but Sam held him down, gripping onto him tightly.  

The sky began to darken.  
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‘Seriously, what are you doing?!’  

Harry came out from around the corner, his hands behind his back. He knew Harry 

would help him out. He was smiling strangely. The moon turned red as he stabbed the 

machete into Alasdair’s chest.  

 

James Hunter 

The Mathematics of Moonlight 

Sometimes the stars are static particles on a map of vectors. Closing your eyes, the 

dark sweet smell of chemical pastilles fil ls the air you breathe, more fully inhabits 

your senses. There’s the crinkle of plastic, the slow emanation of sugar  dust, of 

squishy gelatine fruits. A promise of comets, the bleed of ink through pixelated 

screens. The miasma of colours combines to several lines of tangled sound. A plasmid 

comes in circles, endlessly replicating. Once there was a boy who knew Jupiter, could 

point it out on a clear night’s sky, even with a headful of whisky.  

The evening is beckoning. Sitting out by the river with the smokers; the water turns its 

swirling cola, the rain fizzes sadness saccharine into each deep cleft. A few drinks 

later, the sky will have cleared, the rain will have left. Its mist still clings to her hair. 

The moon is a sliver, thin as a curl of sebum scratched from her scalp. Across the sky, 

it drifts like an errant fingernail, floating atop someone’s bathwater. The sky is  more 

beautiful when she is drunk; this is why he ploughs her with alcohol. She’s not there 

yet. 

There’s a sombreness to the bedroom. Moonlight through the skylight makes her 

dizzy. The three of you sit with the radio on, its dull vibrations flickering ben eath each 

surface: skin, wood, sheet, word, window. The limbs are creeping, seeking to melt the 

numbness that comes without heating. He offers little in the way of hospitality. The 

radio spits static about sport, a match he’s missing; that his dad is at, 5 00 miles away. 

She thinks of the distance to the moon and back. How far he is, shadowed in silence. 

The sound of the commentator grates her bones.  

Soon the shivering will begin properly. She misses the packets of sweets, the cola -dark 

river, the clearness of gin. He spreads the map out on the bed, struggling to flatten 

the creases. If only we could preserve this in amber, someone says. A movement. The 

colours of Jupiter flash on the brain. Fingers trace the fault -lines of the city, 

demarcations of space and place, angles and ridges and emptiness. The central road 

that leads northwards, the old highway going westwards. Little symbols for houses 

and trees. Green shapes, edges that smooth the land serene. She sees his forehead 

still, its clustering rubies of acne. What of that suspension? The radio growls deep in 

her stomach, its own pale desire.  Sailing By…she finds herself snagged on the shipping 

forecast, its mutterings reflecting distances and darknesses far away. There can only 

be now a crumpling of the map, the gesture, its replication meshing in lunar 

equations…  

Maria Sledmere 
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Non-binary 
 

Pride 
 
 

 

 



P a g e  | 119 

Always Have Pride 

“Bisexuality  isn’t  real! It’s  just a word for people who are confused. You’re  either gay 

or straight, and you’ll  grow out of this and pick one.”  

It’s a sunny day  and I’m in a crowd of people, marching along. I can see boys holding 

hands, girls kissing, a tiny kid beaming from ear to ear with a t -shirt proudly 

proclaiming ‘I love my two mummies!’ and waving a mini rainbow flag in one pudgy 

hand. I’m wearing my bisexual flag t-shirt and my eyeshadow is the colours of the flag 

and around me it’s a riot of bright colours and happy faces and joyous noise. I smile.  

“You can’t  use ‘they’  to refer to one singular person, it’s  not grammatically correct! 

There’s  no such thing as ‘non-binary’,  everyone’s  either male or female.”  

I turn to my friend and they grin at me. There’s a trans flag badge pinned to their t -

shirt, which has ‘they/them’ painted on it in neon orange, and they’re eating an ice 

cream cone. The ice cream drips  onto their wrist and they laugh as they try and fail to 

lick it before it melts. They’re relaxed and at ease and it’s lovely to see.  

“What’s  the point in gay marriage? I mean, you can just have a civil partnership, 

that’s  the same, stop complaining!”  

There’s two old men walking along, a stream of people going faster around them, the 

two of them content to go their own pace. They’re holding hands, wedding rings 

glinting on their fingers. Their hair is grey and their faces are wrinkled and they’re 

wearing matching t-shirts that say ‘together for thirty years, married for one!’, and 

they’re gazing around them with faces full of emotion, as if they’re astonished at how 

far we’ve come. They look so  happy, and I can’t stop my tears.  

“Don’t  be ridiculous, this is just a phase. You’ll  get over it and find a nice boy and 

settle down.”  

 

It’s later that day, and I’m sitting on the beach, watching the sunset with my 

girlfriend. Today’s makeup is smudged across her face, glitter everywhere, a giant 
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rainbow flag tied around her shoulders. She’s beautiful in the fading light, and I love 

her so much that my heart is full of it, and I’m so incredibly lucky that she loves me 

too. And as she kisses me and the sky changes colour, all I can think is how much 

things change. Things change and people change and you should never stop hoping, 

and wishing, and loving. And you should always have pride.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Sunday Morning Osmosis 

Sometimes on Sunday our sheets are like chloroplasts. We move in and out, a kind of 

miasma where our skin is completely permeable. She refuses to draw the curtains, 

always, and the sunlight is steadfast and golden. Have you ever heard of a rainy 

Sunday? Our bracelets clink together, the metal like ice upon glass as our lips upon 

flesh. The exchange of stamps and marks is fluid. Her skin is white and she is fish -like, 

slippery; the scales of her body betray no secrets. The world is indifferent. She lisps 

with her singing; it is like a kettle boiling with just that frisson, that amount of 

whistling. The sound of the radio fills the air with crickets. I am proud of how easily 

she makes me free. I embrace an alien quality, morphing into the shape of her body. 

You cannot clasp it anymore than you could clasp a handful of ocean. She slithers. Her 

sheets drip with the sunniness of Sunday.  

 

Today I am starved of light. There is no photosynthesis. It is a gloomy Sunday and I 

listen to Bill ie Holiday, the rain making music of my window. I curl under sediments of 

quilt and Norah Jones is crooning to me, as if magic w ould happen if only this were a 

tin roof and I was the peaceful queen. They know nothing of this suffering. She is so 

far away and there are metallic sands which ripple with the languorousness of a dying 

jellyfish, a sweet diffusion into tiny particles. No  answer to the water, no language 

upon the sound. A preservation keeps me from coiling completely back into matter. I 

too could be fish-like, surviving upon the one taut muscle that would undulate back 

towards the river. Westwards I stare at the glare. The  key in the lock, its passionate 

rattle. I’d give up my life to avoid his entrance, to see the storms, properly on the sea, 

a vendor selling melted ice-cream, children digging holes in the sand. I’d cry into the 

colours. I’d want to mollify like that; comp ress this silken membrane, exact my own 

mode of decay. I would see her adrift like me: the purple one, bruised and stung on 

the cold white duvet.  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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Day Twenty-three 
 

Door  
 

Remember 
 

“What a Shame” 
(Shinedown) 
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Love 

“Will you  please  stop slamming the bloody door? One day it’s gonna crack or break or  

something and then I’ll  get the blame for it, since you’re not supposed to 

even be here.” She was sprawled on her bed, glaring at me.  

I opened the door again, and then closed it slowly and carefully, exaggerating my 

movements. She threw a pillow at me, and I laughed, dropping my bag to the floor and 

stooping to pick up the pillow and fling it back at her. She batted it away easily, but 

her glare had dropped from her face, and she smiled at me.  

I grinned back, just standing there, taking it in. This was the  only place I felt at home. 

It smelled of sweet candles and bath bombs and chocolate, and I could hear the sea 

just outside the window, and feel the cool breeze on my skin. I felt more at home here 

than I did at my own home, here with the girl that I loved . And speaking of…  

I collapsed on the bed next to her, and she wrapped her arms around me without 

speaking, just holding me as I relaxed, tension melting away. I buried my face in her 

neck, inhaling her scent, feeling her soft skin against mine. “I love yo u,” I whispered, 

my words almost lost, but her grip tightened around me. She always heard.  

“I love you too,” she murmured, and I closed my eyes and smiled.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

Egress 

Is there a door? A cupboard? A mirror? There is almost always some kind of doo r. 

Look again. But this time, look out of the corner of your eye. Is it still the same door?  

Of course it is – made you look. That’s not the door you need to worry about; in fact, 

hardly any door is.  

Most of the time, you need to know where it is – and what it is. But not always. 

Sometimes the field around the door is strong enough that someone – anyone – could 

wander through and be completely unaware of it, until they came out the other side. 

And that poor soul would look up to find themselves somewhere qu ite unexpected. 

Where exactly, I couldn’t tell you; not all Doors lead to the same place. Sometimes, 

the very same Door doesn’t lead to the same place. And therein lies the bigger 

problem: getting through a Door is quite easy –  it calls to you and something inside 

you calls to it. No, the hard part is getting back.   

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Heather Caldwell  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Day Twenty-four 
 

Inconceivable 
 

Iridescent 
 

“You keep saying that word.  
I do not think it means what you think it means.” 

(Inigo Montoya, The Princess Bride) 
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A Mermaid on the Pier 

 

 

There was a mermaid at the pier. She’d pulled herself partially out of the water, her 

head resting on her crossed arms on the stone  of the low pier, her tail waving lazily 

back and forth, half out of the water.  

I blinked at her. I’d been sitting on the edge of the pier, reading my book, cooling my 

feet in the water, swinging my legs back and forth, when there’d been a splash of 

water and then she’d appeared.  

“Hello,” I said stupidly, staring at her, my mouth gaping. She was very beautiful.  Her 

hair was long and dark and wet, falling around her face and down her back. Her tail 

was a pale pink, iridescent and shiny, contrasting with the  dark brown of her skin. Her 

smile was huge and happy and her eyes were green and I was still staring.  

“Hello,” said the mermaid, looking up at me. “How are you?”  

“I’m… I’m fine?” I said. A mermaid was talking to me. A beautiful mermaid was talking 

to me. “How are you?”  

“I’m great,” she beamed, and then her face turned sad. “Actually, I was wondering if 

you could help me with something?”  

“Yes, of course,” I said, way too quickly. I could feel my face flushing. Damnit.  
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“There’s just one thing I need, to get my tail to turn into legs.”  

“What is it? I’ll help!” I said, eagerly.  

“I need a kiss from a pretty girl.”  

“Oh, okay,” I said, looking around, “I’l l just -”  

I was interrupted by her laugh, and I glanced back down at her. She was smiling at me, 

and I realised. 

“Oh. You mean me?” I asked, blushing, and she nodded. I smiled faintly, and then bent 

down to kiss her. Her lips were soft and salty and I was  kissing a mermaid  and it 

was lovely .  

I pulled away, and looked down at her tail. It was still there. “Oh,” I sa id, 

disappointed. “It didn’t work.”  

She laughed again. “I’m sorry,” she said, looking a little guilty. “I lied. I don’t need a 

kiss to make my legs appear, I just need to get fully out of the water.”  

“Oh,” I said, and grabbed the hand she reached out, pull ing her awkwardly up onto 

the pier, wishing I was stronger. Finally she was out the water, sitting beside me, as 

her tail dried in the sun and her legs appeared.  

“Wow,” I said, unable to stop myself, and she grinned at me.  

“Thank you,” she said gratefully,  and I ducked my head, embarrassed.  

“Umm,” I said, peeking up at her. She was looking at me. “You don’t need to lie to get 

me to kiss you,” I said, and she laughed, bringing her lips to mine again.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

June Cruelty 

Held to the brink, the mouth gapes its film of saliva. There is no more than the 

gossamer gorge of all those Skittles, crackling up between the teeth. We let go of his 

neck to see what would happen next. We watched as he scaled the red brick walls. 

Shouts from a football match. The air aglow with cut grass, laughter, nesting birds. 

The coming summer. 

He got stuck and they watched him for hours from the safety of concrete. They came 

back after class had finished; no teacher noticed his absence. He was shaking now; it 

was visible even though he kept his hands stuffed in his pockets. People were 

crying, Chicken, Chicken, but maybe it wasn’t a game anymore. I told ‘Manda I was 

going for a walk and she shrugged. She wants in with Liam and won’t leave his side.  

Scaling the circumference of a field, the image of that mouth wouldn’t get out my 

mind. All those teeth! Who knew wee Neil had all those teeth! Pecking like that at the 
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sweets! The stickiness dripping down his chin and all the rainbow colours spilling out, 

coagulating on the playground. I  thought he was going to choke.  

The shouts got louder, even though I was now two fields away from the school. 

Stepped in fucking cow pat. Stopped at a burn to wash my shoes, the patent ones with 

the gold heart buckle, my favourites. The highness of the sho uting modulates, like the 

tracks we had to listen to in Music Theory to understand what they called octaves 

and  pitch shifts. Maybe you could say it was a scream. I glanced in the water and saw 

among the rocks and silt the slow spread of a jellyish blood.  A sheep’s? The breeze 

blew and I opened my mouth for a yawn the shape of a semibreve. There was silence 

then, a pause.  

 

Maria Sledmere 

 

Shall we not revenge? 

The very air is thick with the scent and taste of vengeance. It is more intoxicating than 

wine; more succulent than roasted meat; sweeter than fruit stolen from an 

orchard. This is it, I think, as I charge down the spiraling steps. This is the moment 

that I have spent my life hunting –  waiting for, praying for. And as I launch myself 

after the bastard who consumes my every waking moment – I imagine saying those 

words, seeing the terror in his eyes, pushing my sword through his ribs and into his 

heart. I have pictured this moment a hundred thousand times. But never once have I 

imagined a dagger flying through the air and striking in my gut. As the steel sinks into 

my flesh, one word catches in my mind:  

‘Inconceivable. ’  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Twenty-five 
 

Candle 
 

Tenement 
 

“Getting Jiggy Wit It” 
(Will Smith) 
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A Job  

“Did you get it?” Her voice was low and greedy, as she leaned over the table, hair 

perilously close to the flickering candle that was all that illuminated this dark corner 

in the dingy bar.  

“Yes,” I said, smirking. “Of course. Have I ever failed before?”  

She raised an eyebrow. “There was that time in the castle, where you -”  

“Alright, alright,” I said quickly, hoping that she wouldn’t see my blush in the dim 

room. “In my defence, that wasn’t entirely my fault…”  

She scoffed. “Wasn’t that the time you fucked the prince and his girlfriend?”  

“You don’t have to be so crude about it,” I said, but I couldn’t help my grin. I might 

have screwed up the mission but it had certainly been a great night.  

“Enough of this,” she said, losing patience, “show me it!”  

I laughed. “So possessive, honestly,” I chided, but I was already delving into my bag, 

pulling out the parcel, wrapped in coarse brown fabric, tied with string. She reached 

for it, hands grabby and urgent, and I pulled it back out of her reach.  

“Can I have my payment first, please?” I said mildly, and she glared at me.  

“Don’t you trust me?” she snapped, looking hur t, and I smiled at her.  

“I’d trust you with my life,” I said, “but I don’t trust you to not just run away without 

paying me.”  

She sighed and then nodded. “Fair,” she muttered grudgingly, and produced a small 

cloth bag- I didn’t see where from. It jingled when I picked it up, and I pulled at the 

drawstring, glancing inside. The silver coins glinted, and I nodded, satisfied, and 

slipped the pouch into my pocket. I didn’t bother counting it - I knew that the exact 

amount would be there.  

I pushed the cloth-wrapped package across the sticky table and she snatched it up, 

cradling it in her hands. She carefully unwrapped a corner, peeking in. She knew 

better than to take it out in a place like this. The jewels caught the light, sparkling 

brightly, and she covered them up again, and slid the package into her bag.  

“Thank you,” she said, and I smiled.  

“It’s my job,” I said, and she laughed, nodding.  

“Yeah, but you do it better than anyone else,” she said, and I ducked my head, unable 

to conceal how much the small praise  meant to me. 

She cleared her throat, and I looked at her. She was slouching back in her seat, 

looking more relaxed now that the ‘official’ part was done. “Speaking of jobs,” she 

said, “I have one to offer you.”  

I perked up, vaguely interested. “Do tell,” I urged, and she chuckled.  
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“And you say I have no patience,” she said, and I stuck my tongue out at her. 

“Anyway, this job, it’s a long one, it’l l need a long period of infiltration. We’re hoping 

to use two women, it’ll be easier to get them into the place , and I was wondering if 

you wanted to do it with me?”  

“Huh,” I said, surprised. I’d never worked personally with her before - I hadn’t known 

that she even did the hands-on work herself. But I couldn’t deny that the idea held its 

appeal. “I’m in,” I said, and it was her turn to look surprised.  

“Without any more info?”  

“Yep,” I said, standing up and slinging my bag over my shoulder. “If you’re involved, I 

know it will be fun.”  

She beamed. It lit up her face. “I’ll get the details to you,” she said, lifting he r drink in 

farewell.  

“I look forward to it.” And as I walked away, I realised that I genuinely was. This could 

turn out to be an interesting job.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

 

Let’s Spin 

Just before the second time they slept together, he thought it was appropriate to 

switch on the music channels. He literally pulled his hand out her jeans to reach for 

the remote and she watched him fuck about with the Sky channels.  

“Please tell me you’re not looking for  KERRANG,” she muttered sarcastically, clawing 

the bedsheets around her shoulders, suddenly feeling very unsexy.  

“Don’t you worry babe,” he replied, “I got it covered.”  
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He settled for a channel playing Will Smith’s ‘Gettin’ Jiggy wit It’, then resumed 

foreplay. 

“This tune man, it’s such a hook. Real mood spinner, y’know?”  

She noticed how his skin smelt like if you cut it open, marijuana resin would come 

oozing out, along with the blinding reek of cheap aftershave. He was pulling off his t -

shirt in rhythm to the beat from the tv and she froze in suspension, listening to the  

lyrics. 

“Come on babe, get jiggy wit it—”  

She looked at his face, white as milk, so watery it looked defrosted. His eyes alight 

with absolutely no irony as he fiddled incompetently with her bra.  

The room was illumined by the reflections of those diamonds lights, those shiny 

outfits, the blue bubble Adidas tracksuit she imagined was still being sold in some 

obscure, space-themed catalogue.  

Hurry up, hurry up, the litany went through her brain. He was really taking his fucking 

time. 

And what was this move? Really? 

“Yo, my car-di-o is—” he was whispering it into her ear, biting the lobe. His skin, 

slippery and gross as those satiny tracksuits. His whole body was polyester, crinkling 

upon her. 

Please don’t finish that line.  

“—in-finite!” He declared, in true wigga glory, coming, luckily, right on time.  

*** 

 

DJ MIsty 

Nineties Night 

Lights and sound thrummed through the shoe-box of a club. Violent neon beams 

flashed out across the smoky air. Apparently, those in the prime of life at the turn of 

the 20 thcentury had the idea that lasers were ‘cool’ and ‘rad’, and not highly 

dangerous weapons.  

“Come on, Viv, come dance!”  

The shout came from a figure attired in a hideous clash of neon and plaid.  

“I don’t know what that is,” I shouted back, “but it is  not  dancing.”  

“It’s called twerking,” said the boy in neon/plaid, who was called Tobi, “and it was a 

supped popular dance move in the 90s.”  

“Twerking is from the 2010s, moron.” Adele offered.  
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“What makes you the expert, anyway?”  

“My grandma told me about it.”  

“Come on, Addy, your grandma’s crazy. She still thinks public nudity is weird.”  

“She’s not crazy, she’s just a little old fashioned.”  

I had had enough. I left my half -drunk Smirnoff Ice on the sticky bar -top and 

wandered through the clammy crowd on dancers – metallic clothing and the tiny gems 

on velour garments occasionally catching the light. I needed to get out of that 

madhouse. 

I take the hover-square up to ground level. As I walked down the shiny street walled 

with advertisement screens, I tried to shake the club fr om my head. How did people 

ever think those were desirable? Or that alcopops were palatable? To what pronoun 

was the listener supposed to ‘get jiggy wit’?  

  

Anon 
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Day Twenty-six 
 

Admonish 
 

Oranges 
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Pancakes and Piano Music 

 

I didn’t realise it at the time, didn’t 

realise the significance. I just looked at 

the golden brown, slightly misshapen 

pancake on the flowery plate in front of 

me, butter melting on it, sugar 

dissolving, and smiled at her, picking up 

my fork and digging in.  

Tommy told me later. “Pancakes are like. 

Her thing.”  

I frowned. “Excuse me?”  

“You know, her thing.” He was chopping 

peppers, red and green and yellow, sharp 

knife a blur of motion. He was never still, 

was Tommy. “She didn’t make pancakes 

just for anyone. I know they’re 

ridiculously easy to make, but she says 

she can never be bothered going to all 

that effort. She only makes them for 

people she cares about. Was it the 

morning after?”  

I gaped at him, sure my cheeks were bright red. “What… I… I mean…”  

He laughed. “Come on, Cat, don’t be coy, just tell  me.”  

“Yeah, okay,” I muttered, not meeting his eye. “I stayed at hers the night before.”  

He practically crowed with laughter, and I looked up to glare at him. “Stayed at hers? 

You mean you slept together. You fucked.  You-”  

“Okay okay,” I said hastily, before he could get any cruder. “For an ace person, you’re 

very explicit.”  

He grinned. “What can I say?” he said, brandishing the knife and shrugging. “I love to 

subvert expectations.”  

I smiled despite myself. “Anyway, yes, she made me pancakes,” and I could feel the 

heat rising to my cheeks. “But I didn’t realise the significance. I didn’t realise…” I 

could hear the unspoken in his words. I knew what she’d been through. I knew what 

this meant.  

Tommy frowned at me. “What are you gonna do now you know?”  

It would have to be something good. The pancakes had been delicious, but more than 

that. Her soft smile across the table, the orange juice in the blue cup by my plate - so 

sharp and sweet and lovely, her hand brushing mine as she slid another pancake onto 
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my plate… I may have loved her before that, but that morning was the moment I truly 

realised that I’d be happy to spend my life with this girl.  

And so I played the piano for her, and she brought her hands to her mouth and I knew 

that she knew, that she  knew what this meant, and I was shaky from emotion and 

clumsy from lack of practice and she sat next to me on the seat, tears in her eyes, and 

she kissed me soft and sweet, and I smiled.  

 

Maura Kenny 

 

Fresh 

Salty air ruffles the strands of hair that hand free – too short to be collected in the 

hastily tied knot at the back of my head. The Caribbean sun beats down, battling with 

the fresh breeze off the sea.  

From a lower part of the deck, someone shouts and tosses something up at me. My 

arm swoops down, catching the small orange ball with ease. It’s a rare treat and I peel 

back the rind with gentle fingers. The sharp juice bites into the scrapes which adorn 

my boat-worn hands but I don’t care. I was never allowed such delicacies back home. I 

wasn’t allowed much of anyth ing back home. Probably one of the reasons I bolted the 

first chance I got.  

From my perch on the prow, I gaze across the deck and up and down the rigging at the 

elsewhere unseen variety of people decorating the vessel. As I bite down on a 

segment of the orange – its sunbeam flavour bursting on my tongue – I think life has 

never been more wonderful.  

 

Heather Caldwell  
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Day Twenty-seven 
 

Negligible 
 

Damask 
 

“This world that we’re a-livin’ in, is mighty hard to beat; 
You git a thorn with every rose, but ain’t the roses sweet!” 

(Frank Lebby Stanton) 
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Perhaps 

Fluttering damask curtains embrace the midnight breeze; dancing in the glow of palest 

moonlight and glinting stars. Mediterranean heat floods through open windows – and 

yet, it is not possible to stand in this room and not shiver. Perhaps it is the knowledge 

of what transpired. Perhaps it is the blood I am having to scrub off the floor. The 

floor, at least, can be cleaned; the  sheets on the bed are beyond saving, perhaps they 

still would be even if they were not mottled with red. Perhaps if I imagine it is just a 

pattern – just red strawberries spotted on white cotton.  

 

Heather Caldwell  

 

0.005% 

Everything is dark. I wonder if my eyes are closed. I don’t think it would matter. I’m in 

a steel box, and I can feel the cold metal against my bare shoulders, my bare arms. If I 

stretch my toes, I can feel the base of the box, but I don’t. I try not to think about the 

small size of the box, try not to think about how much it feels like a coffin.  

And I try not to think about what I overheard, the doctors in their lab coats and me on 

the bed. They’d not even been trying to whisper. They thought I was asleep.  

How many have died? the woman had asked, offhand. There had been a rustle of 

paper, as if the other doctor was checking.  

Seventy, he’d said, and he’d sounded pleased.  Only seventy.  

What’s  the percentage?  the woman asked, and there was more rustling.  

0.005% failure.  

Wow, the woman had said, and she had sounded impressed.  That’s  almost negligible.  

And now I’m trying not to think about it. Hoping that I’ ll be okay. Hoping that I won’t 

become a failed statistic, an error. Hoping I won’t be negligible. Hoping I’ll survive.  

 

Maura Kenny 
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Day Twenty-eight 
 

Mirrored 
 

Odyssey 
 

“FLASH !” 
(Queen) 



P a g e  | 138 

Dancing on the Train 

We were on the underground, exhausted and drained and grumpy and not holding 

hands. The carriage was full, and we were standing, and she was standing slightly 

away from me. We weren’t  touching, and although neither of us had said, I knew why. 

Because this morning we’d  been holding hands walking down the street, minding our 

own business, and an old woman had shouted at us. 

You’re  the reason the world is a mess! she’d yelled, and worse things too, and we’d 

dropped hands like the other was on fire, too afraid to shout back at her. 

And here we were, on an underground, and there was a distance between us that 

hadn’t  been there before. 

The train shuddered to a halt and I swayed with the motion, shifting out of the way 

for the people coming on. I was tired and upset and I wanted to be home, wanted to 

be safe in our flat where I could hug her and we could sleep in each other’s  arms. 

But then, music started, and I jumped, glancing around. Further down the carriage, a 

group of men were standing, dancing, one with an accordion and one with a drum and 

one with a trumpet, and they were playing, but more than that they were having fun. 

Dancing and scatting and grinning, playing the most joyous song that filled the 

carriage with noise and music. 

I looked over at her. Her foot was tapping and her lips were curving into a tentative 

smile, and she met my eyes, hers so bright and blue and beautiful, and the emotions I 

saw there mirrored my own. And I reached out my hand and she took it, and then we 

were dancing, dancing terribly and ungracefully and uncoordinated in this cramped 

underground train. She spun me and I laughed, and someone cheered, and she 

grinned, wide and uncontrolled, and the music continued and we smiled. 

 

Maura Kenny 

 

 

The Wind Maker 

Confined to the bedroom, he saw every afternoon as a potential adventure.  

“Nathan,” his mother would harp at him as they sat by the television, eating their 

lunch, “I hope you spend the rest of the day on something productive.”  

“Yes,” he’d reply, stonily, trying  to glean taste from another cheese sandwich, 

ignoring the dramatic mundanity of another episode of  Doctors.  

“Like doing your homework.”  

What’s the point?  
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“I would like to see your homework done,” she’d add again, in perfect monotone, 

popping the last piece of rye neatly in her painted mouth. Then off to work she’d go, 

walking the neighbourhood dogs in her leopard print coat. She’d be gone till six; it 

took that long to return them one by one, Alsatian, Labrador after Labrador, pug, 

schnauzer, dachshund.  

She kept the leads, all seven of them, hung up on a peg by the door. More than once, 

Nathan had contemplated hanging himself with one of them. It was a thought that 

caught him, now and then unawares, standing in the kitchen with the light fading and 

night coming and all the world draining of potential. But diligently he’d hobble back to 

his room, crack open one of the cans stashed illicitly beneath his bed, turn on the 

GameCube. 

There was always Zelda. No matter whether Ryan or Ben bothered to answer his text s, 

there was always Zelda. His favourite was  The Wind Waker. Waiting for him, his bag 

full of artefacts, the hearts of life on the screen’s top left, the endless possibilities of 

that deep cobalt sea. Could you sail to the edge of the horizon? He’d never t ried. 

There were other games where the horizon was just a glitch, a hazy chimera you could 

never reach. Sometimes when you got there you’d fall off the edge, as if the world 

were still flat and the abyss that consumed you wasn’t just the absent code of a 

console, but rather the death was real. He’d feel it, the black lump slipping as sludge 

from his chest to his stomach.  

He hadn’t seen the real sea. He knew it would never match up to  The Wind 

Waker’s  cel shaded graphics: the beautiful white spray and ring -like ripples, the cyan 

skies and promise of distant greenery. That soaring accompaniment of music. He had 

no interest in plots, in the dungeons you were supposed to visit to defeat enemies and 

bosses. Rarely did he open the map. All he wanted was to sail ar ound, let the wind 

catch his sails so he could taste the currents of life ripping past in saltness and 

coldness against the hot blue air.  

By the time his mother got home from her suburban odyssey (twice right round the 

town it took to wear them out, to pick up their shit), Nathan was quite drunk on the 

feeling of drifting. Some would say seasick.  

“Have you done your homework?” she’d ask, standing on the threshold of his 

bedroom, hands on hips. She smelt of barbecues, cut grass, clematis, summer. He 

curled up on his bed with the mounds of paper.  

“Yes,” he said, “I’m exhausted.”  

 

Maria Sledmere 
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