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INTRODUCTION
The idea of writing is a romantic notion. Preconceived notions of the proverbial writer’s life certainly do nothing to discount this fancy. Many famous writers are elevated to celebrity status, portrayed in the media as brooding intellectual darlings and esteemed for seemingly eccentric behaviours. Or perhaps some would envision a writer’s life to be a bit more pastoral: genius pondering the human condition while taking tea by a slow rolling river. Whatever the difference between ‘public perception’ and the ‘truth of the matter’ one thing successful writers do is… write! They do more than just talk about writing which is a favourite pastime of the would-be writer. We all fancy ourselves as writers (and critics) but few actually do something about it.  A reason for this?

Writing isn’t easy.

Writing well is even harder.

It’s much easier to talk about it than to actually do it.

However, the following group of students made a decision to elevate themselves from the status of would-be writers. They put pen to paper, a bit antiquated for some these days shall we say fingertips to keyboards instead? Whatever the method, these writers decided to do more than talk when they signed up for the Student Network’s Creative Writing Workshops. They decided to write and we’re proud to present the 2008 – 2009 University of Glasgow Student Network’s Creative Writing Anthology.
Amy Burns

Sadie Ryan

A BADGER
A badger died at the end of our street and no one could bear to move it. We were a queasy neighbourhood, with no stomach for death, so we pretended we couldn't see. 

Only the very young, with supple joints and smoke-free lungs on their side, chose to gather in swarms to prod and poke the little black body. Fear needs to have a name, and, being a queasy neighbourhood, we had never said 'death' to our children, so they named the badger 'wormy'. 

'Wormy' had once been your name for me because I squirmed when you held me at night. But since we had lived together I had learned to hold still, breathe in time with you and shut off my squirming mind. Now I lay still at night, and you dropped the affectionate pet name.

Our littlest one would not go near the badger. I think he knew better than Lewis, who was a miniature, you in grass-stained jeans. He was the first to drop the stick and touch with his fingers, and the others followed quickly. Their curiosity knew no limits, and their attention to detail was meticulous. Day by day they watched the badger, doing everything short of make charts. We all worried, but we could not bear to ask them why they were so eager to know of sickness and decay. Instead we buried our faces in each other's chests and waited.

I never left a mark on your white shirt. I was careful to roll my head to the side, never to hug you face-on. You appreciated the consideration I'm sure. We took turns to do the washing up. Our politics were rational, our post code attractive. There was nothing to hide, of course, nothing to clean up for the benefit of curious young eyes. There were no worms eating us from the inside out. The littlest one tugged at my skirt and said pick me up pick me up and I would have done, I would have if I had not been so afraid of the spread of disease.

The young did not abandon their poor dead badger until time had done its very worst. Lewis came back with his eyes shining, terrified and enlightened, far older than before. Still I did not say 'death'. Instead I took him to the bathroom and scrubbed him all over with a vigour bordering on cruelty, but still I could not hug him at the end of it all. 

His eyes looked like mine did the day I first foresaw the poor dead thing that we would become, you and I. Most wild animals find a secret place to die, but our badger knew better than that. He wanted us to know that there is only a thin layer of skin which holds in all our rotten insides. He died at the end of our street, and we never even called it 'death'.





FOSSIL CHILD

My parents were asleep when I was born. I came from behind a mulberry bush, in keeping with tradition. I dragged myself out of the soil, wrenching clods of earth up with me, clenching my tiny fists and gulping air into my teaspoon lungs. 

I crawled into my mother's handbag and, being a business woman, she did not find me for several days. When she did I had chewed out part of the lining. I was never fully forgiven.

After that I learned to move, to keep moving, to tear down curtains and rip up carpet. Having broken into the world I felt the need to break myself a place in it. I was ugly and I howled. My skin was as cracked and wrinkled as an old man's, and there were still traces of mud engrained in it. I knew exactly where I came from.

Eventually I created so many cracks and fissures in the cheaply built house that it began to crumble. My mother went to live at her office. My father disappeared altogether. The house became rubble but I did not stop moving. I would not allow the earth to grip me with its tentacles and hold me, so I continued to crawl around the world, breaking everything I touched.

There are many people in the world, I'm told. I met only some of them, and few are worth mentioning. I only had time for those as ugly and angry as me, and I found solace in mutual rage. I learned that rage is next to desire. I learned that desire can create fires which can burn forests much faster than uprooting them tree by tree. With many of us together we burnt many forests. One day, sitting on the summit of a hill with a jaded ex-cowboy and watching the flames, I learned that destruction is not the only way to change the world. 

I was not built to be a hero. My skin was not smooth, my gender not obvious, I had no clothes and I could not look anyone in the eye because of my squint. But, somewhere between the mulberry bush and the hillside, I had grown strong. I had climbed through mud and it had been baked to my skin with fire. Desire had compressed me and made me hard as rock. 

I did many more things before I crawled back into the ground. There are things that you may never hear of, never see, because no one would document the life of a creature like me. But I am too solid to be broken down. I came from mud and ashes but I will not return to dust.

I will be a fossil soon, and in millions of years people will marvel at my remarkable consistency. Maybe by then they will know that certain types of life can toughen our bodies so that we can never be destroyed. And although they may not admire me, they will not forget me. I refuse to be forgotten. 
Michael Roff

DAMIEN

The chill of the night air cut through his clothes. Rain fell heavily, the monotonous dull thud of the downpour resounded in his head but the noise was not enough to distract him from the task ahead. Was the word ‘task’ really appropriate? It made it sound like a profession, a life choice, but this certainly was not what he had chosen to be. Damien flexed his hands. The cold had brought out bruising, black and blue around his knuckles particularly obvious as he clenched his fists, a movement all to familiar, the sign that all in his life was not how it should be, could be?

He pulled his drenched hoodie over further. His head hung low, a combination of the weight of the sodden clothing and an attempt to obscure his facial features:  freckles that scattered across his face like a spattering of blood and distinctive crumpled nose that lacked definition having been broken repeatedly.

Damien’s eyes focused on the shop across the road. His brow furrowed causing his forehead to wrinkle unattractively. His vision was obscured by the downpour but he could make out the shop and the newly installed shutters to protect the smashed out windows. This wasn’t a nice neighbourhood, wasn’t somewhere you should be. He was alright though. He wasn’t the victim anymore. He was the reason it wasn’t safe. Icy breath escaped his mouth, penetrating the night air, reflecting the coldness inside him: a symbol of his lack of emotion to what he was about to do. 

The majority of the lamp posts in this part of town had been smashed out just like the shop windows. The area wasn’t exactly on the council’s list of priorities. Either way combined with the cloud cover it meant he was a mere shadow, one of the many that choked what little light was present, casting sinister shapes for eyes brave enough to look for them.

Rule one of the streets: keep your head low, look at the ground unless you have some desire to be sprawled out on it.

The time was now. He began to walk purposefully kicking off the graffiti covered wall that he had been leaning on. He crossed the road, barren of all cars and life except for the target he now approached.

Damien sized up the shopkeeper: average build, shouldn’t be a challenge. The shopkeeper had his back turned, locking up, attention was on the job (a job, something Damien had never had the luxury of having, another thing his cruel past had cheated him out of), obviously rushing to get out of the rain perhaps get back to his family. Damien pushed the thought out of his mind. It wasn’t good to humanise them. It made it that much harder. 

The first thing the shopkeeper knew of Damien’s presence was the explosion of pain at the back of his leg as a steel-toe boot powered into it. The move was executed with precision, the leg buckled causing the shopkeeper to collapse, naturally caught off guard. The cold solid clasp of Damien’s hand tightened round the man’s neck. He dropped down this time plunging his knee into the man’s stomach. The move was one of experience, his effectiveness was unnerving and disturbing for a boy just turned seventeen. A knife appeared at the whimpering man’s throat. Damien spat out the words: wallet, phone, watch and anything else of value. 

The cold steel of the knife lingered, pressed close enough for the shopkeeper to feel the pressure but not enough to cut into the skin. The knife held no gleam but if it had and if the shopkeeper had the luxury of attention he would notice the dried blood that coated the pen knife. While this fact may have been one that could have caused him alarm the truth was that the only blood this knife had ever spilt was that of Damien’s and one other. If the shopkeeper had looked at the boy’s wrists he would have seen scars left from deep lacerations that had healed over time but the mental anguish that had led him to do it was all to clear, perhaps something that would continue to haunt him throughout life.

The shopkeeper was a quivering wreck. If the knife wasn’t at his throat Damien expected he would be writhing around on the floor. The man’s eyes looked at him pleading for mercy but were met with cold dark eyes that appeared glazed over staring out from the shadow of the hoodie. Damien pocketed the valuables and jumped to his feet and ran down the street, descending into the nearest back alley to escape out of sight engulfed by the shadows of the night. 

If anyone else had been present they would have seen a change in Damien. The sadistic smirk that had previously ran over his face, his cracked lips pursed together all done to create a menacing image, faded. It was only for a second but the change was distinct. His face dropped, a sign of regret. He didn’t look back. He didn’t want to see the man hunched over cradling his stomach, didn’t want to consider the possibility of the man coughing up blood onto the pavement.

Scared

Alone

Weak… 




Like him…

Paul Black 

NUANCES (CATHARSIS IN THE KEY OF…)
Forward.

He arrived at a clearing as empty as a focused mind, yet as full as a troubled soul.  It may have been said to have had a nature akin to that of a happy heart, but he could not feel this now.  All he could feel was her.

He felt her in the wind.  It blew by and, as it did so, the trees moved with it and the birds in the sky above flew in accordance, following its lead; she was dancing with nature, to the rhythm of the nuances which escape most, as she always had. She soared towards him.

It was a cleansing feeling that ran right to his core.  All at once the wind became graceful fingers of limitless power, sliding over his heartstrings, producing the most extraordinary…  A note of infinite sustain as indeterminate as hope itself, its frequency perfection of no consequence, its wavelength the distance that makes lights glitter on the horizon.  A single note, yet a chord both major and minor; the sound stood alone, completely unaccompanied and unchanging, yet beautifully musical. 

Her breeze swept through the derelict carnival of his being, restoring light and sound to his corroded carousel of emotion.

Eternity seemed to pass. Memories of diffuse dreams formed and died as her ardent lament slid into a cacophony of searing, recurring feedback - a burning, distending petite mort, culminating in his mute haragei of longing.  Yet he was not sad, for even the idea of her was at once safe and exciting. His life had become a purgatory rut, punctuated by the ecstatic normalcy that came with her. Despite this, he was glad even to have such a spirit to think about; he took comfort in knowing that she was not gone, not really. They would be again, if she would just wake up - if she would just come.
Back.

Kevin MacNeil

AND IN THAT LIGHT, A GIRL
It is May, summer dripping slow and easy through the flimsy fluffy clouds in the early evening sky, and I see her on the train.  She does not see me.  The low and golden sunshine flashes through the carriage windows, which have been opened optimistically to allow for a breeze, but still it’s hotter than hell.  Look at her, though!  Just standing there, holding on; arm lifted to clutch at a support bar above her head, swaying gently to the rhythm of the train.  Holding on.  Her skin in this light is the colour of honey and her hair is tied up artlessly in that careful way she has.  Loose strands of her dark hair move in the desultory breath of cooler air afforded by the opened windows as we edge, in shambolic clitter-clatter, closer to the city. 
 With her back to me, breathing, she does not know I am here, does not smile or say hello.  The soft line of her neck finds its perfect culmination in the neat whorl of her ear.  The neat world of her ear.  The tiny diamond sparkling there, the gift I gave her perhaps, flashing sparkling with the rocking of her head, of her entire body.  And I’m wondering how is it, how can it be, that she is not entirely astonished by herself?

If it had been left to me, nothing could possibly have happened between us, coward that I am.  But she was all fire – all alive with her soul, glinting and sharp and knowing, in her eyes.  Something in the way she looked at me from the very beginning made my stomach do a little flip.  Was it fear?  There was a kind of craziness in her which was attractive.  I wanted to touch her – to be touched by her – with a terrifying intensity.  Everything between us in those early days felt like an electric shock of intimacy – direct contact with something powerful and dangerous.  Perhaps I needed something – someone – to cause me pain.  To wake me up from the monotonous hum-drum of my life.  

Our bodies felt as if they fit together perfectly – the two sundered pieces of a simple puzzle, finally brought to a solution; with ‘The Myth of Hermaphroditus’ as a title, perhaps. The way she shuddered against me, the way her legs tightened around my waist and she made that noise, that indescribable low moan that only she could create, so low and hot in my ear, her fingers laced through my hair, gripping tight, holding on, saying please, yes, holding on for dear, dear life, saying yes, please.  

But we were so different.  Me, with my strange fits of depression, always so dark and serious with the world; and her, in the sunshine (so to speak), as she is now, laughing heartily at it all.  Her effortless involvement in life made me envious.  Infuriated me.  Enchanted me.  The Lord alone knows what she saw in me.

But why am I telling you all of this?  Have she and I become estranged?  Did it all spirals into loathing?  Is this why we are so near, here on the train, and yet so far apart?  Or are we strangers, am I fantasising about a stranger on the train? Is this what you have come to believe?  I will tell you then, the truth.

I am a writer.  This is a story I imagined when I read an old poem and came across the line ‘and in that light, a girl’, then combined that with a line pilfered from Kafka; watching a girl on a tram, he remarks in his diary ‘How is she not astonished by herself?’  Nothing has really happened here.  I have tried to write about love; but I am alone and I have never loved anybody, so how could I possibly know?  This is a work of fiction.  I am a work of fiction.  Love me.

THERE BEFORE ME
She almost passed us in the street, like a servant girl;

her eyes lowered and her hair falling over her face

and hurrying on to be out of that dismal place.

Plain to see she did not want to be seen and ‘Plain!’

my friend muttered to me under his breath as we

approached, not knowing what would happen next.

My heart reached out for her immediately, entirely

and on an instinct I said ‘hello’ as if we had met

already; and there before me, unparalleled as yet,

in this life I have lived and loved,

was the extraordinary reward of her eyes unveiled.

And of course a sudden music played.

‘Look at the state of you,’ my friend railed,

as we walked on after her gift had been delivered

and her smile tingled like numbers on my hand,

‘She’s the kind you would regret the following day!’

His unkindness cut me; left me hurt and dismayed -

Because in my mind she had put on the jewels, and was princess;

and her hair unrolled like a scroll which bore the one word ‘yes’;

and the perfume from her skin rose in curlicues like words, words, words;

And ‘love me’ was what they said.

Janine Bothwell

THROUGH THE YARD OF BLONDE GIRLS
Dancing rebellious on your desk in amongst the scribbled nothings

those feather pens scratch and tickle – don't coy yourself behind them.

I know you're more than you seem.

From tangy talk and sugared tears my teeth ache when you appear and

You look at me sweetly. Your feline eyes meet mine, gently teasing

and yet... you protest.

You all do.

How can there be so many rusty bones in my cupboard

and none in yours?

It makes no sense - 

I know what you are, pretend all you like.

You can only hide it from your maker.

Your skeletons are broken dolls;

scattered limbs;

sticky mouths.

But slowly, slower than those aching, sweaty summers,

that innocence crumbles

and heads begin to turn for you.

You understand more than you say. Taunting songs unfurl and fill my head

when you run outside and I can only

Look on.

You crawl to me in heavy, heady dreams.

Clear smooth morning sideways smiles remind me of the night before.

Nights where I am helpless and full of hope. Nights where I strive to see

something beyond what I deserve. Nights where bitten, glitter nails dig

sharply in my flesh and imprint scent inside my skin so deep

and still it seeps from every pore,

And every time I breathe my blood bubbles and spits.

And every time I breathe, I take a breath of you.

Elizabeth Wilkie

CHASING PLANES
Ohh...noises and shapes in my head. Noises and shapes and lights, shifting about...I open my eyes. It is dark and Jay is yapping around at the other end of the attic, jumping around, his head keened up out of the skylight, nose in the air. 

“Dude! Dude dude dude! We gotta go dude! It’s a big one, man, get up, we gotta go!”

Ohh...noises in my head. I rise up a bit and I can smell its night-time. Noises and shapes and lights start to make a picture, bit blurry at the edges. I focus, and see Jay’s scruffy-trainered feet disappear up out of the skylight. I hear him scrambling up the tile roof: “Dude Dude Dude come on man let’s go we gotta go!”
Noises...one big noise. An engine, high above. Big engine. Big!

I’m up and my limbs start to pound. Right from my heart to my head to my arms and my legs. I shake. The engine roars above me and I stretch, letting the sound run through me to the ground and back, it fills my head.

Big engine! High, high above. 

One, two and I’m up and out, Jay is screwing his head round and about looking for the lights of the noise. We’re both set, adrenaline pumping high at just that noise and then suddenly it sky’s roaring right above us lights blinding engine rurring and we’re off and running the length of the roof after those lights above us.

One, two, three, four and you trust the fall at the end of the roof if you make it far enough to land the next one, twenty feet down through cold air, cold air that shakes my limbs and my joints and my muscles.

Oooft.

“Sad, man, that’s poor, come on let’s go!” Jay never gets caught on that one. I watch his muscles lithe, not stiff and cold, live and moving beneath his skin. Throw myself up and it’s -

-Four, three, two, one, hand over hand up the metal fire escape, reach, up, hands grasp at cold concrete, arms pull up and over and run on the parapet so high above the ground, feet going pat-pat-pat-pat. Jay’s running up the slopes of the roofs next to me and jumping chimneys, stack to stack, stack-stack-stack. 

And all the time that noise.

The constant...drives me crazy.

We’re both panting now, hot steams of hot breath hot in unison, each of us straining to get ahead. The lights and the noise are in my head, a constant drumming in my head. The church is in front of us. I look sideways and Jay grins back at me, tongue pushing between his teeth and his eyes are dark. He likes the steeples. 

Now, I know I’ve had the switch flipped. That switch that’s ON, a big green shining ON, in other people’s heads, that says, Watch Out. Watch Out for the cars. Watch Out for the Green Man. Watch Out for pedestrians. Watch Out for heights, for lows, for people, for danger, Watch Out for broken bones, cracked skulls, split skin and hurt...the switch that says STOP.

I’ve had that switch flipped. It’s just me now, it’s me and the air and this city and the big, big engines high above me winking their lights at me.

But Jay’s had that switch flipped a million times over, a virtual metronome clicking and clacking till it broke and something splintered. He doesn’t care: that’s why he can do chimneys, and steeples, and those sharp sharp railings he’ll swing along. We’re both free, but he doesn’t care.

He pushes onto the parapet with me and I snap back at him, feeling the heat from his body on my face. We’re both on this narrow strip high up on the roof of one of the libraries; I can feel the very edge of it running under the middle of my feet. My balance is perfect, his, perfect, as we sprint along towards the church. It grows out of the ground for us, steepling higher and higher and I pick up the pace and our feet hit the end and we jump spiralling away and up legs and arms out and I reach...

My hand finds the gargoyle face, fingers gouging his eyes, thumb pushing deep into his mouth as my other hand swings free. My gargoyle screws his eyes down at me: Get your hand out of my face, faggot. I ignore him and pull, other hand catching his horn that comes out of his head, swing my legs through my arms and run down his back. I wonder what he thinks of me. Jay is on the tower, hand-over-hand-over-hand up the steeple, he laughs, pants.

“Come on man, it’s getting away, move move move!” The lights are blinking away into the distance so I jump again and this time my body is parallel to the ground so far below, right-angles to the church spire both feet hit and push off again and swing round and Jay comes slewing round to meet me, tongue between his teeth. “Gotta go high, gotta go higher dude!”

Hit the roofs of the old alms houses, bang, bang, run, run. I find brick and stonework beneath my feet, like the city is being drawn out for me, drawn underneath me. My artist won’t let me fail, won’t let me fall, I run faster and there’s still a perfect line there underneath my feet. Quick hop step skip onto the chimneys – 

 - Gotta get faster, gotta get higher I’m losing the noise in my head – to avoid the broken tiles, holes smiling up at me, tongues snaking out for my ankles.

Jay is shouting again, yapping again, but I’m holding on to the big roaring in my mind and the wind is too loud anyway. I know he’s telling me to get up some speed, that I need speed to take the freeway but I’m listening to the lights skying away from us up there. He snarls, knowing, throws himself in a somersault head over neck over hands over feet and bares his teeth at me as he lands. He nearly throws me off. I smell his sweat.

I can see the freeway through clouds of hot pants in steaming cold air. Its dark form worms away from the lights of the city which are orange, yellow, blue and red. The freeway is empty, ribboning its way towards the outside. It goes to trees, and rivers and mountains. It’s where the big engines go, into empty sky that’s not filled with orange, yellow, blue and red and that’s not filled with sirens and people. 

Scaffolding. I use my arms. I watch Jay’s arms. They’re taut sinew, pulling black silhouettes up the graphitised wall. Up to the top and I know there’s one last push, one last throw so high above all those people 

Down below. Don’t look down. Look up. Up!

Hands grasp, arms swing, neck and head tuck and BANG I hit the pylon. Look up. Jay is above me, tongue pushing between his teeth, chest heaving. “Climb!” 

Pylons are like scaffolding but grapplier and usually more likely to have bits fall off them, but it depends on how old the pylon is. At the outskirts of this city, they’re left to rust. You can’t take them slow either but they give you a lot of height, straight up out of the ground, huge, shadowy structures, harsh lines and ugly angles.

Jay waits for me at the top. He tucks his head to mine and breathes, slobbery, and I taste his sweat on his neck. He bites mine as a joke and I snap at him. We wait. 

And then that engine comes roaring above us, spitting lights back down at us and the noise

Fills my head and I feel it all the way down to the ground and back, the pylon sparks and Jay yells – 

 - Go...

 - Both of us, legs push and punch away, my hands outstretched for that ribbon of concrete worming its way to where the big lights are in the dark dark starry sky. I’m so far, I’m so high, my body aches, my fingers stretch – I want, I want, I need – 

No. I fall. I fail. There is nothing beneath my feet. The air hurts my lungs as my body falls downwards, down, down, down, away, away from the lights and the noise and the stars. Down down down. I hit concrete, taste metal guttering, smell oil, listen to my bones shout. I melt into the lines beneath my feet.

Clare Sutherland

SESTINA: A CONFESSION
Poetry in constraint

Pen flowing, the rhythm sings

Sestina? This word is novel

Sibilant seducement: secret

Jewelled displays of form

Jungle birds swoop, scatter in my mind.

Would I mind?
If nothing holy, joyful, singing

Arrived from that cloister? Constrained

By pious reverence of poetry: bad form

To change an art so secret

Build my own chapel, stone with stone so new

And no creation is wholly novel,

Nothing original in this, mind.

Following a laid out plan, forming

My own lyrics to the beat of a given song.

Frustration mounts, secretly

I think of slipping free, unconstrained.

Hard enough to write poetry, constraining

Sestina! To send swooping through their minds

Flocks of exotic, scarlet, secretive

Stained glass thoughts. My formed

Birds may be sparrows, nothing new.

Not an easy thing to do, setting heads to singing

And how to capture the purity of a song?

Or explain the power of scripture new

Describing cadances of whispered secret

Is by love or hate constrained,

And the divine in all our minds

Cannot surely by mortal lips be formed?

So how to retell humanity in such a form?

With these bindings, with that constraint

How can I mould a rhythm singing?

This challenge is fearsome - to a novice

But inspired in me are secret

Longings, to draw sestina from my mind.

Sestina, a confession: my mind willing, my spirit sings

But I sin too: constraints broken. In secret

I form my penance: a poem; half Sestina, half new.

Christina MacKenzie
WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN THE RIGHT THING IS TO BETRAY YOUR OLDEST FRIEND?
I’d been staring out the window at the grey rainy city ever since dawn and I still didn’t know.  Drops of water streamed down the windows, the sky crying for all of us. I watched one droplet on the window-glass merge into others before racing out of sight like all the others before it. The air-conditioning hissed on, making me jump. Just another noise I wasn’t used to hearing. You notice more noises when it’s quiet; no comforting hum of life in the background to blend it all together. I missed the quiet talking of the trees and grass on a hot, lazy summer day, grasshoppers quietly chattering. 


There was plenty of other comfort here, though: a hot-water shower, soft bed, even a tiny kitchen area stocked with snacks and sodas. No books, of course, just a vid-screen, and everything else in a neutral colour designed to be so blandly pleasant it irritated me. All items courtesy, of course, of the Judiciary, my hosts. There was ample provision for every need, except freedom. Not that I was a prisoner, although if I lied and got caught I’d certainly be in trouble. I didn’t want that at all; in fact, all I did want was to go home, back to my life and back to my work, if it was still there. 

I slammed my hand on the air vent, a dull metallic thud echoing my frustration. It really was all her fault, though I knew she didn’t, couldn’t possibly think of it that way. And at the same time, I knew it was all George’s fault as well. Two rocks and me in the small space between. 

I hadn’t seen either of them for several weeks now, except during the trial, Katy on the witness stand, George greyly quiet at the defence table. We were all kept in beige isolation to preserve us from the tarnish of over-explanation, the taint of public perception. For me, at least, it was wearing thin, both dreading my turn as a witness and wishing it would just be over so I could get out of this dull room of comfort. At the same time, I listened to Katy and wondered how it was that I hadn’t seen through her secrets earlier. 


I had to decide today, though: what was I going to give up? George? Or the truth? I still didn’t know when the knock on the door came. 

The first time I saw Katy, I hadn’t thought much of her. She was 21 but looked younger, with long limbs that nature never balanced with curves. She had a pretty smile, though, and bright hair. I picked her up at the train depot, along with the five or six boxes of her things, when she first came out to the Campbell Farm. The Farm is out in the country, about a five-hour train ride from the nearest city, and beyond us there’s not much more than trees, now. 

She clearly didn’t think much of the train depot, and she was shocked, I think, at the wagon I had brought to pick her up, although she hid it well. I wasn’t terribly surprised to find that she didn’t want to talk to me: City-folk tend to keep to themselves, and I’d never come close to passing for City-folk. Still, it was a long ride from the depot to the woods cabin that we used as an overnight break before another long ride in the morning. Fourteen hours is a long time to stay quiet, but she managed it, only nodding or shrugging in response to polite queries. 

George was different that way, he was Cityfolk too, which was why he’d arranged for Katy to come out and meet Eli, his son. If they got on, they’d be married in another year or so, preserving the lines. But George made sure he treated everyone alike, City or Country, and he was well liked by the twenty or so of us he employed to keep the Farm productive. Some people would have considered running a farm like Campbell, an exile to be tolerated and then passed on to someone else, but George made it his life, and helping him run it was my life. I was grateful when we made it back to the farm; at least there were people to talk to, or even just the horses if I didn’t want an extra opinion.
I walked slowly down the corridor, bailiffs to either side, my mind racing as we entered the witness corridor, and then they left me in the matte grey anteroom. At least it wasn’t beige. After an age, or a second, a blinking light signalled that my presence was required within. I placed my hand on the identipad, still strangely textured to my fingers, and the door hissed open. Every word I said while in the witness stand would be recorded, along with pulse, brain-wave and stress levels. I saw George sitting in his chair, and he looked me in the eye. He nodded at me, as though he knew what was in my head, understood what I was going through. 

He gave me permission to damn him in front of the whole world, and the words refused to come. 

 Pavlos Giannoukos 

NOCTURNE IN BLACK AND GOLD 
Somewhere, possibly in Europe, although they say it isn't, lies a bridge, made of rock and stone, brick and bone...and some mud. It stands, or rather leans, protectively, in a forest almost as ancient as it is. There are no railway tracks, no roads, and no paths that lead here. And there is no way back. Above it sometimes there is a sky, whereas below it lies a stream, a river, a quiver of a dream; fragile as the raindrops that rest, almost drowsily on the leaves that ride the dreams.                            

If you where to arrive at this place ever, although I expect you never will, stand still so as to not upset the being on the step leading up to the bridge. Scratching hands, mad and searching, a dirty bag dressing the man. Hair covers the face. Pray you never see that face as it is of the most terrible nature. Or so they tell me. 

           In a status quo lost in the presence of the man, you must go, or risk being at risk. Which you already are. Across the bridge are some stairs, unbelievingly you stare as they reveal a space most unreal; the bridge is deeper than it seems, it recedes into a world unheard. Or so they say. 

        You never go there. You never leave or go away. Trapped in concrete you are deemed to breathe air of which nobody cares. Or so it seems. Notice in the streets the whispering of trees, the bees disappearing. Or showing, or at least trying to, the road that doesn't exist. Lost you scramble through the mist and the fog, your life and your job and drop.

            The air against you slowly caressing and undressing the pain from your morning. 

            And you wake. And dream: nothing is as it seems. In your dream you see: a long boat on a stream, somehow you know where it leads...

             You board it with pace, hit its floor and view in the awe the man with the face. And you know you are on your way. This time it's not a visit. You are here to stay. 

Jonathon Whitelaw
UNTITLED
Bentley looked down at his watch. The face was cracked but he could still make out the numbers through the sharpened, kaleidoscope of glass. Raising it to his ear he shook it gently trying to get a reaction out of it, no such luck.  “Blasted thing,” he said with a gentle, defeated sigh.
He placed his hand back down upon his green covered thigh, the thick woollen trousers itching away at him. All around there was a damp feeling of inevitability. The walls of the company HQ were as dark and wet as mud; they were after all made from the stuff. The wooden joists that stood proudly propping up the mounds of earth were soaked to the core, spreading a small puddle across the floor toward his even wetter boot. For all of the misery the place had inflicted on the men they still called it home, after all it was the closest they had come to in nearly four long, bloody years.  “What’s the time lieutenant?” Captain Royal shouted over, sprawled awkwardly on his makeshift bed.
Royal was a huge man, made from good stock and glowing with the old worldliness that only a veteran professional soldier of the Empire could do. Everything about him was big, his large boots, heavy, rugged hands and even his granite like chin, sticking out proudly from beneath his chapped lips. Royal had become an impossible thing in recent times, a guaranteed source of character and reliability amongst confusion and fear as to when the final push would take place. Regardless of the shelling, machine gun fire or missions to mend the lines, Captain Royal would attack each day with vigour and triumph, it was the only way he knew how. 
To Bentley, this leadership would now need to be at its very best.  “I’m not quite sure sir; this bloody thing has given up on me,” the younger officer remarked, turning awkwardly from his chair. The weight of his satchels and bandoleers made even the simplest of tasks an arduous one.
Royal smiled over from under his cap, tipping it up from over his eyes and glancing over across the dimly lit pit. “You can get another one back home,” he levelled back at the younger man.
His words resonated all around young Charles Bentley’s head. The mere prospect of home eliciting powerful and evocative images of the place he had longed for. He was struck with a sudden fondness for rolling hills and quaint villages dressed in bunting. None of these had particularly impressed him before but having spent the better part of four years exposed to little more than dark brown earth and grit, even the most romantic of images seemed very, very real.
“Rubbish,” piped Sergeant Balfour from the corner, his silence broken in such an uncharacteristically challenging tone startling the other two officers. “The Bosch make the best watches, he’ll get one in Berlin!”
There was an uproarious laughter all around the room. Their make-shift house along the front line had not been completely sullen but moments of genuine hilarity had been few and far between. They could, however, always rely on the irreverent humour of the large Scots sergeant. 
As the joke passed into the endless expanse of time, the mood quietened down and the ominous mood clung to the soldiers once more. Suddenly, from far down the line, there came a weak sounding whistle. Royal stirred gently and took of his cap, placing it delicately on the corner post of his bunk as if he were merely placing it back in the cupboard for the night, wholly expecting to wear it once again. He pulled his round tin helmet down from the hook by his bed and popped it on his matted curls, the cold edges of the metal sending a shiver down the back of his neck. 
“Come along gentlemen,” he barked quietly, the words filled with order but no real hurry expected.  Bentley and Balfour each stood up in unison and headed toward the door. Checking his revolver with a ruthless efficiency, Captain Royal walked over to the edge of the door and peered out. Balfour was the first to pass by him, nodding with a silent inevitability at his superior officer.
“Good luck sergeant,” Royal said gruffly, shaking his oldest officer and closest friend’s hand with a firm, British shake.
“Good luck sir.”  Balfour disappeared out into the morning, eclipsed by the glowing sunlight.

Royal peered over at Bentley who had his revolver’s chamber open and was struggling to place the bullets in their holes, his hands wracked with shakes.  The older captain stepped over and took the gun from the boy’s hand, effortlessly filling the death-bringer with its deadly load.

“Chin up lad, chin up!” Royal said.
Bentley looked up at the much taller man, his eyes beginning to fill. “I’m so frightened sir, I don’t think…”
“You don’t think anything Lieutenant! It’s not your job to think, not today,” Royal shouted, this scene having been played out in his career more times than he could care to remember. “All you have to do lad, is remember when you step out of that door you represent His Majesty and the Kingdom of Great Britain. You have a duty to them and a duty to your men.” Royal handed the black revolver back to its owner and extended his hand. “You’ll be more than alright Lieutenant, you’re a good soldier and a good man and whatever is waiting for us above that trench out there, your efforts won’t go unnoticed.” Bentley smiled weakly and sniffed his nose shaking his captain’s hand. 
They both made for the door and stepped out into the cool morning air. Bentley looked up at the sky above, the milky white light of the morning sun bleeding through the gaping gashes between the clouds and smoke. It was a good day, he thought, a good day to die.

Sarah Findlay

ENOUGH

Anna watches the rain through her prison window.  It’s been an odd day and restlessness stirs her.  It’s not entirely unpleasant.  The sun escapes its own prison and highlights the shower. Anna is mesmerised by the shimmering drops, the glowing clouds and suddenly the world seems surreal.

Her upstairs neighbours’ door bangs and awakens her - the bastard is finally going out.  Her bed-sit is quiet once again but he/she (she’s never seen the person; a noisy ghost haunting her cell) will be back and the television will keep her up all night. It’s only three in the afternoon but the thought fills her with unhappiness.  She scans the tiny flat miserably; the engagement ring that sits permanently on the bedside/coffee table glows in the light.  The horizontal window blinds are projected round about it - shadows of prison bars - and it’s more than she can bear.  In an instant she has her coat and keys and the flat is empty.

The supermarket is only a five minute walk and Anna is brisk, weaving through the local war zone where overworked mothers battle their toddlers, teenagers battle anyone who is game and drunks battle themselves.  The supermarket is reached - sticky automatic doors grudgingly slide open - a basket is grabbed.

And here Anna slows . . . There is no point in rushing . . . Nothing to rush for.  Surrealism takes her arm again . . . she dreamily baskets her frozen ready meals and her favourite chocolate biscuits even though she lost the taste for them.  She puts down her basket to reflect on buying a different brand of washing powder (she intends to visit the laundry again before work tonight) buts decides not to bother.  A man walks into her, moving in his own surreal dream - he mumbles an apology, she mumbles an acceptance and they part in opposite directions down the aisle.

The man stops in front of the biscuits.  His favourites are the ones with the cream fondant centre - he decided a while ago not to reflect on what it is made of.  He pulls a packet off the shelf, half debating whether to buy two, and is mildly surprised to see a packet of chocolate biscuits already sitting atop his frozen ready meals.  Briefly confused he realises he must have picked up the wrong basket when he stopped to pick up fabric conditioner (he considered buying a different brand but decided against it).

The man, Paul, wanders back down the aisle, looking for the woman who has his basket and spies her at the end, already at a checkout.  She is absently putting her/his items on the conveyor belt and has clearly not noticed the swap.  Paul recognises her as his downstairs neighbour; he’s seen her leaving the block at night when he gets back from work but she never notices him.  He thinks she looks sad - slightly drawn pale face and dark eyes.  She is like a shadow, the way she stands still, not seeing the shop, only moving when the conveyor belt moves.  Paul looks at the contents of the basket in his hand.   It is almost identical to the contents floating alongside the sad woman.  He looks at her again, panic rising and pushing him out of his dream.  Is that me? He thinks.  Am I a shadow?  No-one notices him put down the basket and leave the shop quickly.

He strides determinedly to his flat which is only a five minute walk from the supermarket.  In that short time, his mind is on fire:

This was only meant to be a stop-gap, a brief time to accumulate money before travelling, to do some writing, only a year at the most . . . 

He storms upstairs to his flat, banging the door but instead of putting on the television automatically, he stands in the middle of the room (the only room) surrounded by shadows of horizontal window blinds, his mind still ablaze.  He has lived here for two years.  He hates it.  It is his prison.

His games console lies in front of the television and he turns his back on it contemptuously.  The fire in his mind is spreading and his limbs twitch impatiently.  He has saved enough money hasn’t he?  He only needs to give a months notice on the flat and work . . . No-one will miss him, he has lost touch with most of his friends and the last of his immediate family died about two years ago . . . His life has grown stale and he is annoyed with himself for living in this stagnant way for so long, forgetting his goals . . . He lost his white rabbit but it reappeared in the form of a shadowy girl in the supermarket . . . 

Shaking off the bizarreness of it all, Paul hunts for his notebook and finally finds it, bent and crumpled at the bottom of a drawer, the pages containing fewer and fewer notes until they are nothing but white.  The sight fuels the heat smouldering in him and in a moment the flat is empty.
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Anna returns from work.  She stands for a minute in the dark room, listening for her upstairs neighbours’ television.  Nothing.  For once, there is silence.  It seems to throb in the shadows.  It is one o’clock in the morning.  She will not get to sleep until after three, probably later.  She will lie awake and think about the things that have gone wrong.  

She flicks on the light, finally acknowledging her presence in her own home.  When she sees the envelope hanging out of the letterbox like a tongue hanging from a mouth, she thinks it is from her ex-fiancé and mixed emotions grab her, swaying her so that she almost sits but doesn’t and snatches the letter instead, heart pounding.  But as soon as she sees what is written on the envelope, she knows it isn’t from him and is surprised by the relief she feels.  The black ink looks like it’s been handwritten by someone who isn’t used to writing neatly - “To my white rabbit”.

She opens it curiously.  
Luke Halsall

ALL APOLOGIES
‘The world is a vampire, sent to drain’ Billy Corgan, 1995
We all want to believe the dream they preach to us. The dream that we are something more than animals. But at the end of the day we are all islands. Each and everyone one of us, islands. We’re alone as the other members of the cast wander aimlessly in and out of our lives. We sway through this fictionless nightmare known as our lives as time flies hurtling by. One minute the world is your oyster, the next you’re a shrivelled mess staring death in the face. That’s me staring at myself back in the mirror. I don’t even recognise myself. I still see that young go-getter with the world at his feet. I still see a full head of hair and only the beginnings of wrinkles and the eyes of crows, prying their way through, liberated onto my face. 

The door swings open; the bell dings as they walk through. I feel as if the dust flies off me as they walk into the shop; the old relic just sitting with archaic values. I’m a novelty, a plaything of the young. I should be in a museum, with all sorts peering at me, poking every orifice in sight. The customers come and go, I just sigh watching my antique records sit there, waiting to be sold as this antique record is just waiting. 

I fall asleep; start to remember all the times that have passed. I feel my heart flutter but my subconscious just sits partially in my world, the world I lived in at the age of nine. All the people I see, herding round me, staring at me. They look at me as a boy that could quell Einstein’s brain. I’m sceptical but start to believe the hype they laud onto me. As I engrossed myself in the praise, they continually told me, year-by-year, month by month, week by week, day by day. I just sat staring into space, staring into the sky. The vast blue stretching everywhere that the eye could see. I would raise my finger, believing I could shape the clouds; shape the entire world around me. 

As the years went by, the Einstein tag died away but the dreaming continued. As little black hairs began to break through on my face with the yellow cracks and concaves I still believed I would shape this world, shape it by becoming famous. I never entirely worked out how I could be famous or why but I felt it, deep inside my bones, gnawing away at my skin that I would achieve what I wanted. 

As the cracks disappeared back from where they came from, so did the few believers that thought I would be great, something to remember in history. The world never saw how I felt, what I could think, it just stayed locked away, away from prying eyes deep inside my soul. I decide to work in the nearby record shop. Just as a temp job, just as something to get me by. But as the days past, the more any kind of dream died away in a shallow grave. It was waiting to be dug back up, brought back to life with a tremendous thud to the heart but it never was. As I sat waiting for someone to wander through the threshold, meeting the girl of my dreams, this became a fantasy. Like the rest of my dreams, a fantasy that would never come to pass. 

I never awoke from this slumber. As my heart fluttered, it shudders to nothingness in a mere minute or so. I passed without pain, I passed alone, no-one to notice, no-one to care. It was days till I was found, found by hoods breaking in. They just stared at me, shocked, their souls hollowed out as they became human statues for minutes. All I can say, all I can feel is to never waste your life, never wait till the breath empties your lungs for the last time. Use the small amount of time we have or the Reaper will face you, quicker than you will ever believe. A lifetime of dreaming instead of a lifetime of doing that is what I led. Learn from my mistakes…

‘All Apologies, what else could I say?’ Kurt Cobain, 1993   

TICK TOCK
She sat there on the cold stone

Musing about everything and nothing 

The flowers continued to creep up

Her naked body as god intended 

The vines drove her down 

All the way back to the ground

But she didn’t care

None of it mattered 

The flowers engulfed her sweet agony

The depression floated round her perfect body

The vines injecting her with poison ivy

And still she was bored, just waiting for the embrace

The embrace of death tick tock tick tock…

Gillian Bowman

ANOTHER SUMMER WITH REBECCA
Rebecca sat in the garden below the small castle of Bray, reading ‘Great Expectations’ and bathing in my impatience as I stood there desperately wanting her to talk. Her hair, brown and curly, collapsed over her bare shoulders in wild ringlets and this physical part betrayed her inner wilderness. She had taken me to the garden in an act of friendship and as I sat across from her in the gazebo, hot under the summer’s sun, I knew whatever she offered me I would be forever grateful. 

At length, Rebecca lay down her book and smiled at me slyly as she always did when she was ready to mock me. 

“I feel no connection with Pip,” she said sweetly, “no sympathy or pity because he is too self-absorbed and scared of dying without a purpose in life. Time is a burden only to those who fear death. I have lived for hundreds of years because I fear nothing at all. My expectations were never high as I was born to be a maid for too many Lords to count but, as I’ve gained in happiness, I have become something great” 

She watched me watching her knees, unsure of what to say and ask why, at the young age of twenty-eight, Rebecca’s smooth face was older than the castle itself.
Rebecca yawned and leaned her head on my shoulder. 

“You are the best friend I’ve ever had. Perhaps not so memorable…ha! I kid!  My lover, Terry Pipe, once asked me to meet him in this garden, when the Lords of Bray held a banquet after the defeat of the English at Bannockburn. I lead him here, quiet as a mouse and eager, he being one of those guards who always stood around with nothing much to do. Wanted to get it over with before the master realised he was gone and ordered him to be run through. He was one of those quiet men, who had all this aggression built up inside but not the confidence to spit it out. Handsome, if you like men with broad chins and big hands, oh dear! Why would I ask you that? You also know how it feels to face an impenetrable wall and Terry could not break free of his aggression. So, when we drew close, instead of kissing him, I took out a scroll of poetry a friend once sent me and I asked him to read it. He said he couldn’t read – ashamed he was! I – a common maid – could read and not he! How was it possible? I told him immortality is possible, but”, Rebecca awkwardly scratched her arm, “Terry Pipe read to me every week, slowly at first but then faster and faster and words became birds which flew from his mouth and soothed my ears until I jumped up and said ‘I love you!’ and I fell onto the grass with him and together, we watched the sky.”

Rebecca took her mobile phone out her pocket and held it out before me and took a photo. She sat for several minutes frowning at my bemused face, frozen on her screen.

“These devices are so beautiful. Why should we, humanity, spend so long preserving ourselves? In books? In photos? Because we love ourselves, just like I loved Terry Pipe and now, my friend,” she raised both her eyebrows mockingly, “I love you.”

A family of English tourists walked past with children on their shoulders and walking sticks in their hands. Rebecca nodded to them and they, faltering slightly in their blissful, sugary stride, caught her scent and smiled at her in return. 

“In 1595, I caught a witch named Josie.” 

Rebecca’s freckled features became distressed. 

“Those were dark times, with dark men and bright torches. Her family had been burnt for concealing her whereabouts and she, the desperate creature, had fled to this place. In the garden I read, lost in nature and peace, and this woman, no different from me, crossed my path. And she tried to rob me! Me! Nobody spills blood in my garden! In a second my book was before my face and she stabbed it. I threw it aside, knife and all, and I told her to wait here, on this grassy stump, while I fetched her food and clean clothes. I dressed her until no one could tell us apart and I made her promise to be my partner in whist. I always lose on my own, I told her, and if you are to be a maid in this castle, you will become excellent at whist.”

Rebecca closed her eyes as if trying to picture the frail human who she had saved. 

“The King’s men raided the castle and mistook me for her. I escaped their knives and set sail with friends to Ireland. I did not return to the garden for many, many years. Perhaps Josie was really a witch and had cast a spell on me, for I met no hardships outside the castle and when I returned, the Lords had fallen into despair and not I.”

The light was beginning to fade and the castle cast a shadow over the gazebo. I took Rebecca’s hand and led her down a hidden path over the weaving streams and fallen logs, following the downhill slope which led us back to the sea.
I willed her, like all those who had met and loved her, to live forever, and never die nor disappear. Rebecca had made such an impact on all who had known her, she had become timeless and I realised, like everyone else who had met her, we were one and the same.

Mark Greig

THREE PIECES OF MICROFICTION
I am edible. Like the cake of an ill-mixed dough. I don’t know if you’d want to eat me, I come with solid bits, bits that choke. My flavour isn’t that great either; an unacquirable taste. 

A girl ate me once. I explained to her, may contain nuts. But she enjoyed the rough bits; she’d relish tasting them, she ground them down, she made them palatable. I began to love them, the contraindications and warnings I carried, for she loved them. We’d revel in them. I coveted her for her perseverance, her understanding, her strong jaw.

Every day she’d eat me. She’d bite chunks off while we lay in bed in the morning, perhaps she’d break off some more during breakfast, tackling each undesirable with a tenderness and understanding that bound me to her. 

Eventually, I saw a change. The tenderness retreated. She’d get to a hard chunk and, where once there was pleasure in grinding it down, I now saw it stuck in her teeth; it jarred against jaw. She became expert in avoiding them, deftly dodging them, spitting them back out at the dinner table. It became that she could see them coming and she’d stop chewing altogether.

We lie together, the difficult bits in-between. I fight them, push them from me but they stick, like syrup sticks to your fingers, and the ones she’d ground down grow back, they sprout within me once more.

She lies beside me starving. Between us, a gulf. 
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Where do they go, these men? These men with ideas, these men with plans, these men with direction. The power in their legs takes them places; to roads without ends, to rooms without darkness, to doors without locks.

I stay here, like water in a stagnant pool; the world around me grows tepid and claustrophobic. The basal level returns; revulsion, entrapment, hopelessness. A forward force pulls me onward but my feet are cemented into the ground, I am unable to escape.

And so my eyes, they travel, eagerly they travel. And my ears journey to places I only dream of.
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Of all the people in the world, he is my favourite. It is that feeling of knowing; the feeling that there is a deeper, solid core within which you are able to grasp. It is comforting to know that, whilst you cannot grasp your own core, someone else’s is familiar ground to you.

As with all crests there is the trough; the trough is fear. Fear that this person – this person who you hold within your hand – will become alien to you. They will adapt, alter, and undergo a metamorphosis that you cannot comprehend, that no longer fits to your hand. And where will you be then?

Joanne Ballantyne

THE DESERT
 

I’ve packed my bags, said my goodbyes, and begun my journey.

Just I now, in the world alone; silence.

Stripped to the essentials, it’s just me and the desert.

The steady beat of my heart, the unquenchable thirst,

No sense of time, just endless wandering and the unbearable heat.

Each step is taking me closer to the fortress.

 

That’s where I’ve been sent, my first assignment, the fortress.

Four days, that’s how long it takes, the journey.

Interminable, insufferable sun, the heat

Making me sweat. No one to talk to, just silence.

Not a drop left in my flask, I’m consumed by an incredible thirst.

No hope for survival in this desert.

 

In the distance I see a figure dwarfed by the desert.

Life embodied in this man, could he be coming from the fortress?

Pray he has water, anything to rid me of this thirst!

I stop and wait, taking respite from my journey.

I shout, hoping in vain for a response. Nothing, just silence.

Is he an illusion? My mind, eyes, senses impaired by the heat.

 

Is it a test of endurance, against the elements, the heat?

I can’t give up. I won’t be defeated by the desert.

Blinded by the sun, I sit. A low buzzing stirs me and breaks the silence.

A black beetle scurrying ahead, determined, heading somewhere, the fortress?

My only hope, I gather myself and follow. Resume my journey.

Slowed only by fatigue and thirst.

 

An imagined oasis consumes my thoughts. End my thirst,

Or my life, I pray. So tiring is the heat

That all hope is drained from me. How infinite seems the journey.

Time passes and the vastness of the desert

Diminishes as into sight appears the fortress. 

The excited buzz of the beetle and the loud beat of my heart crush the silence.

 

My laboured breath and thumping heart are all I hear in the silence.

My pace quickens and my excited mind forgets my thirst

As my eyes capture the magnitude of the monstrous fortress.

I have purpose again, destination in sight, nothing can stop me. Not the heat

Or the smothering immensity of the desert

Can hold me back. It’s almost over, this journey.

 

Arriving at the fortress, the shadows offer relief from the heat.

Voices and gunshots chase the silence and the drinking well drowns my thirst.

Behind me is the desert and the infinity of the journey.

Jenny Ross

THE TALE OF ONE 
There is One who has left footprints on my soul. 

One is walking in the wild north, alone in that world. There is birch, a pale winter sky, and thin animal trails traced on the snow. 

There is myself who needs to be in this place. It is my time alone in silent winter. 

There is One who hunts a cervine heart. 


One walks forever, as if at last he will reach that city in the Northern sky, twisting into curtains, colouring the bright snow red. And above: the stars. 

There are things that One must know, of being lost, of being faced with yourself. Of all I couldn’t understand. 

We will find out what happens to One at the end of the story. 

One comes upon three slender deer of the deep and tangled forest standing in the snow. So beautiful. I call them fragments. 

He is watching. 

He draws a knife with which he will excise the heart. I understand the love for a shining blade. 

There is One whom I loved. One who is buried in me like a blade. 

There is nothing and everything to say. Of this great long story inside of me. 

Of everything that never happened. 

One is poised, perfect. This is how I imagine him, when One in my soul comes out to dance before me. 

The deer lies slain, staining red the snow. One has found the heart.

All seek a heart in the great long story. 

One weaves his dreams into the heart. He is alone. 

I have remembered the end of the story.

For I understand what it is to be broken, with all that happened that long time ago. 

THIS TIME
This time

There is everything I did not understand. 

There is nothing now. 

All I didn’t want.

But my soul is already broken;

The jagged edges burn. 

I didn’t want this. Not this madness. 

There is all this rage inside of me.

Is it what I feel that will destroy me?

In the end,

The final end.

For always will I remember 

What I felt that day. 
LOST
Lost

Forgotten
Alone;

All these words in my mind

This day,

When the sky is grey

And my soul is full of twisted thorns.

Richard Pye

FIRST, DO NO HARM
Pressing a button on the side of a camcorder, he wondered why they always wore their best clothes. In the corner, dressed in a well-pressed brown suit with silver cuff-links and a pair of polished leather shoes, the motionless figure of a man lay beneath the intense light of a naked bulb on the white sheets of a metal-framed bed. Turning the camcorder towards this image, he checked his watch; he was running late.

· Now, Mr Covey, this is the final time I will seek confirmation of your decision.

Moving into the camcorder’s field of view, he took a seat next to the bed, angled himself towards the lens and continued.

· You have to be completely sure of your choice, and it must be entirely your own.

Motioning his hand towards the equipment in the corner of the room, he looked down at the man on the bed; an intravenous line from the machine pierced his left arm, and in his left hand was a small switch. 

· And you must realise that triggering the switch in your hand will result in an injection of toxic fluids into your body, and will certainly end your life.

He glanced at his watch. It would take fifteen minutes for Mr Covey to expire after the injection of Nembutal, and perhaps another ten to have the body shifted and the paperwork completed. And the video recording had to be packaged for the police. Twenty-five minutes in total, and being a Friday, there was no doubt he’d get stuck in the rush-hour traffic.

· You have decided that, due to the severity and the progressive nature of the illness from which you are suffering... namely...

Motor neuron disease? Unsure, he flicked through the records, and wondered if he’d remembered the documents for the meeting that night. He caught sight of the letters “MS” scrawled beneath the patient’s name.

·  ...multiple sclerosis, you wish to end your life prior to any further deterioration of its quality.

He paused. Perhaps if he took the longer route home and avoided the motorway altogether he’d be on time. Being late was certainly not an option; he envisioned the glaring stares he would get from being the last person walking into that room. Looking down at the bed, he continued. 

· Is this still your decision, Mr Covey? 

Tears formed around wrinkled eyelids; the watery beads moved sideways and off onto the bed sheet. The patient shook his head and mumbled “no” through intermittent sobs. He sighed. This would take an hour, at the very least, to sort out. 

· Mr Covey, I’m sorry but I really –

Rising from the chair, he checked his watch and continued.

·  Don’t have the time for this indecision. I’m sorry.

He couldn’t be late; couldn’t risk it. Half an hour of talking and Mr Covey would have decided to die again, but there wasn’t time. He walked over towards the flashing red light of the camera. After ejecting the tape, he placed it into his pocket. His mobile phone vibrated. It would have to wait. He couldn’t be late. The patient sobbed, barely moving, as he walked back over to the bed.

· Mr Covey, this decision was completely your own. 

Taking the switch from the patient’s wasted hand, he flicked it on, and a rush of liquid passed along the IV line and into the patient’s bloodstream, all in an instant. He checked his watch. Two minutes, and Mr Covey would be fully unconscious; fifteen minutes, and he’d be dead. The patient murmured incoherently. Would the back road be just as busy as the motorway? Taking a seat beside the bed, he reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He’d check the traffic updates. The message he’d received earlier flashed across the screen:

“Meeting is cancelled. Dr Anderson can’t make it. Rescheduled for tomorrow.”

He checked his watch. 

Minutes now were hollow; numerals but cryptic symbols. The big hand swept harmlessly through a full rotation.  How quickly a feeling could change. He took the tape from his pocket.  He walked across the room and placed it in the camcorder:

“I’m sorry but I really don’t have the time for this indecision – I’m sorry.”

He pressed rewind, and his image accelerated in reverse. Was time so malleable? The tape arrived at the beginning and clicked to a halt. Wondering why they always wore their best clothes, he pressed the red button and walked to the bed. 

· Now, Mr Covey, this is the final time I will seek confirmation of your decision.

And for the final time, Mr Covey closed his eyes.

Diane Nieses

SUMMER’S PASSED
We sat under the big green lime,

Do you remember?

Near the pond,

In deepest summer.

We sat, and planned, and dreamed, and laughed,

Your face caught in my eyes, 

My world caught in your hands.

So many years have passed since then.

We’ve grown,

Got lost,

Found hope,

Been crushed.

Times have changed

And bubbles burst.

So many people travelled by,

So many disappeared

And so did we,

From each other’s hands and eyes.

I wonder if,

From time to time,

At the sweet smell of summer,

You can still remember...

Because I – I can.
THE METAL BOX
A muffled sound makes me lay down the scoop

And slowly bend down to the muddy ground,

I’m filled with dearest hope what to recoup,

To know the glorious mysteries to be found.

And resting note less over all these years

Amidst the wriggling worms beneath the soil,

A box, brimful with childhood dreams and fears,

Once opened, seems a lost world to uncoil.

Its content wakes up many cosy thoughts:

A yellow toy car, to my heart so kind,

A whistle, photos, all kind of odds and sods,

More than ten summers absent from my mind.

I stand and smile about this sweet surprise

Which makes my childhood days anew arise?
Alistair Tindell

THE BRAMBLES (TIME’S GONE)
The brambles I grew from tiny seeds are starting to trip me up.

They started so well. Small green shoots sprouting tentatively from the ground.  They were so green I took it as some inherent sign of success, and I tended to them eagerly.

But I don’t know now if that green was my envy towards other people’s growing successes, and I feel no coincidence that the most abundant shade of green we have is a jealous dollar.

After a while, the green of my shoots began to darken and grow spikes. But they still depended on my attention, and roses, most beautiful of all, can harbour some vicious thorns. With despairing hope, I tended to my shoots some more.

After time, their spikes grew hard, and they served only to scratch me. But I remembered how they had been, and their cuts pulsed with my hatred of what they had become. I nurtured them some more.

Now the brambles strangle me. They hold me in their grasp, I cannot speak nor tender any more. They keep me bound, but they have left and spread into other people’s patches now.

And I really believed, this time, those seeds would turn into such bright orange blossom.

THE MERCENARY (TIME’S UP)

I wake up at four in the morning, and she’s pointing a pistol at my head.

She might only be lying under the covers with her face muzzled by a frown, but I know what’s going on.  The bed’s long cold and there’s a barrel between my eyes.

I don’t know how she got the gun.  She was the keen one, one thing led to another; I shrugged and decided I may as well go too far. 

Everything was fine until I bought into her ideas.  Now she’s changed them, and there’s a gun pointing at my head.

I understand why she’s doing it, but this body’s already littered with lead and I’m so scared the next bullet could be fatal.

It’ll happen at dawn, these things always do.  The gun will go off and she’ll leave a mangled corpse between the bed sheets.  Sure it might get up after a while and start to perform my old duties, but people will notice the life will have gone.

The worst thing is I know it’s going to be me that pulls the trigger.
Rose Spence

THE DESTINATION
In the darker moments of that never ending trek I sometimes wished I’d died in the attack; the one that decimated my entire squadron, the one that left me, as far I knew, as the only survivor. Sometimes it felt like too much of a burden, being the only one left, all that responsibility to all those memories, but then I’d think of the tiny, minuscule, almost impossible chance I had of surviving this god forsaken war and I took it back, even the slightest chance of going home was enough. Besides the always present hope of making it out the other side, my main motivator right then was the thought that, when I finally reached headquarters, they’d at least let me have  a few days rest before attaching me to another squadron. They were short-staffed yeah, but they weren’t that cruel, well not to their own side anyway. 

So on I went; bloody, battered and more exhausted than I’d ever been and I’d been in this war for... far too long so that was saying something. That was me, Quan Xiaoping last of unlucky squadron 13B, the only one left to deliver the message the enemy so desperately didn’t want to be passed on. No pressure then.

It was ridiculous; I didn’t even know what the damn thing said. The Christ forsaken thing was sealed in such a way that you could easily tell if it had been tampered with, much to my frustration. If I was going to die for the stupid thing I at least wanted to know what it said. For all I knew I could have picked up someone’s tamperproof shopping list by mistake...Though admittedly that was pretty unlikely. I hoped it was good news, but it probably wasn’t. Good news was hard to come by in those days, well that wasn’t strictly true. The other side was getting plenty.

 I had the message strapped to my thigh for safe keeping, the last thing I wanted to do was lose the accursed thing. It sounds a bit like overkill but when you factor in the terrain I was travelling through it was perfectly sensible. See, after the ambush that had left me as the sole bearer of this burden, I hadn’t exactly had time for a dignified getaway. So I’d ended up taking the worst possible route to headquarters I could have taken. Steep hills, fast rivers, unexpected potholes and viciously sharp thorns were all ganging up to take me down. If I’d had the damn message somewhere on the outside of my person it’d have probably been ripped off by thorns and fallen in a river, probably to be swept straight into enemy hands.

I’d been travelling for about a week when I saw the lights, living off dead men’s ration packs and making use of the rivers when I could. I was still a few miles away from the source but there was a definite glow over one of the hills. I checked my map and my compass again, no, I was definitely on the right track. As I approached I got more and more confused, those lights, they were floodlights. We never lit up our bases like that, for obvious reasons it made them far more susceptible to attack. My heart in my throat I kept going, keeping low, keeping out of sight until I reached the final hill. Crawling up it I peered over the top and gazed down at what should have been my side’s headquarters. Yet the people I could see weren’t wearing our colours, they weren’t our soldiers. I moved back out of sight and took a deep breath. 

It took me a while to understand what I was seeing, I don’t think I wanted to understand but there it was, plain as day under the floodlights. I took another look, but nothing had changed. It was over, they’d taken the base, we were done. I could feel the will to carry on drain out of me. Even if we weren’t done, even if it had just been the base not the leaders that had been overrun, what was I supposed to do now? I could hardly travel to every possible location looking for a new headquarters and what if there wasn’t one? If the war was over maybe I could make it back to the city.  If it wasn’t over maybe I could give myself in as a prisoner of war. If the war wasn’t over? I’d be shot way before I made it back to the city and I knew what they did to prisoners of war, I knew because they did the same shit to theirs that we did to ours. 

I lay back on the hill and stared at the sky, the floodlights at the camp left the sky with a purplish tinge. I squinted but I couldn’t make out any stars. It wouldn’t be so long before they found me, the energy had gone completely out of me, so that left me with the one option, fashioning a flag of surrender out of the vaguely white remains of a handkerchief or something and hoping they didn’t shoot on sight. Hoping I had what it took to transport my mind somewhere else if they didn’t. 

It was all a waiting game now, a lot of people would have prayed and I had been religious, still was, but...There was always a part of me a bit afraid that I’d ended up in the bad place, that it was far too late for prayers. That was too morbid; I needed to think of something else. Then I remembered the reason I was there in the first place, Satan’s own missive strapped to my thigh. I couldn’t keep it, if the war was still going; if we hadn’t lost then I couldn’t just give away all our secrets to the enemy. Rummaging in my trousers I finally pulled out the letter, in the light of the distant floodlights I thought I could just about read, so I thought to myself, well, I might as well read the fucking thing before I get rid of it.

Tentatively I opened it, the tear of paper sounding as loud in the almost silent night as a gunshot, making me jump. Then I unfolded it, carefully like it was a love letter or something. I had to squint to read in the dim light. When I was done I systematically burnt it with a match, brushing the ash from my hands, took one last look at the camp that had been ours once. Lay back on the grass and laughed and laughed and laughed.
Sophie Sexon

OBSERVATIONS ON A FAT GIRL


There's this girl that gets on my bus every day. It's terrible, and I shouldn't really think of her this way, but I've coined her as 'fat girl'. She gets on the bus and I think, 'oh, there's fat girl'. As she humps along the gangway, I salute her in my mind; 'greetings and salutations, fat girl!' I don't know when I started addressing her thus, but forevermore that's her moniker; fat girl. There are two interesting facets to fat girl:
1. She works in a local charity shop. When I discovered this by chance she became, 'fat girl with the fat heart'. I felt guilty giving her my books and change that day, infiltrating her workplace, making small talk. Like I was breaking a loosely constructed moral code. 'Thou shalt not enter into the lives of remote acquaintances' or 'thou shalt not enter into the world of the lame'. Her skin condition, her lanky hair, her plain pleated skirts. I cannot talk to women like that, we have nothing in common. Your fat heart wouldn't fit in my skinny ribs, you see, I am cruel and cold; but still curious without care.

2. Fat girl disappeared for a while and I forgot about her. But about three weeks ago she came back. I turned around one day on the bus and there she was. With a friend. A fat, male friend. They get on the bus every day now, sitting seats apart, leaning over this metaphorical yet physical barrier, making really odd conversation. I think they're maybe both mental; perhaps they met at the Sandy Road clinic. I listen to snippets of their conversation; her donkey laugh, his too-loud voice. And I sometimes think of her masturbating in a bathtub somewhere, over the thought of this equally repulsive man. And I condescendingly think, 'that's nice. I bet that's what real love is like.'

Some days when I get on the bus and I'm in a foul mood the sight of her ignorantly blissful face cheers me right up. Hello toothy grin, hello relentlessly loud monotone voice. I feel soothed by my pity for her: heartened by her mediocrity. But upon writing this, the most astute realisation finds me, and I am without retort: fat girl always has been, and always will be, happier than I could ever be. Fat girl has everything that I want and need. In my own skinny, miserable physiognomy a thin heart beats a weak beat in fear that she, in turn, may pity me.

THINGS MY SCHOOL REPORT SAID; THINGS MY SCHOOL REPORT MEANT


Sophie is a confident, outgoing individual.

Sophie is a nightmare to deal with when I have a hangover.



Sophie is sometimes too chatty in class.

Sophie will never be loved by her peers for her arrogance.

I do not recommend that Sophie takes Geography onto standard grade level.

Dear God do not leave me alone with her incessant questioning.



Sophie shows an aptitude for the arts.

Sophie is most likely going to become an alcoholic/crack addict/poet (delete as appropriate)

Sophie seems to be struggling with the math element of her courses.

Sophie is a bit thick really.

Despite various health problems, Sophie has caught up well with her coursework.

Despite faking every ailment under the sun, she seems to be in sufficient health to get drunk at the weekends.



Sophie would excel if she applied herself a little more in class.

Sophie confirms my suspicions that she occasionally smokes pot at the back of the school yard.



Sophie has a keen sense of humour.

Sophie will never succeed in life because she is a clown.



I have no doubts she will go on to receive A-grade at Higher level.

I have no doubts that her propensity for bullshitting throughout the duration of her essays will serve her well.



Sophie shows a natural gift for the dramatic arts.

No shit, Sherlock.
AN EPICUREAN THEOREM ON THE EFFECT OF THE MOVEMENT OF ATOMS IN RELATION TO THE CONCIOUS REALIZATION OF CORPOREAL SENSATION

Are you in pain? It may just be gas.
Alec Connon

CHANCE IN THE NIGHT

Danny’s heart raced. The prospect of fifteen thousand pounds made him wet his lips. His mind raced with his heart. He couldn’t help but dream. Dream about what he could do and where he could go with fifteen thousand pounds. He smiled for a moment as he pictured his girlfriend, Kat, wearing a particularly eye-catching blue sapphire necklace. He thought of fucking her as she wore it.
     The daring of it all. The danger, the thrill, the secrecy and the romance of it all simply appealed to Danny on every level of his soul.
     He was never in a position to say no.
     
To ensure that the transaction appeared as authentic as possible it would be necessary for Nabine to take a photocopy of Danny’s passport and bankcard. They would also need to swipe his card so they could print out a receipt. The transaction had to look genuine.
     Doubt swept over Danny. His unwavering enthusiasm washed away like a footprint on a beach. He was only too aware that he could be in the process of getting sucked into a convincing vacuum of deceit. He perspired freely. Danny was not afraid. The danger only added to it all. The money was the goal, the reward, the reason. The danger was the game.
     Danny looked at his watch. 19:42. ‘I’m in’ 

His bankcard was swiped and a receipt printed out. His passport and bankcard were photocopied.
     Danny followed Bobby and Nabine through the streets of Kathmandu. The night was dark and the streets were alive. Nabine was carrying a brown envelope containing fifteen thousand pounds worth of sapphires, rubies and emeralds. In six weeks time Danny would sign for and collect the same envelope in a DHL office somewhere in Glasgow. He would have to find out where. His heart still raced. It made him feel like he was travelling faster than he was. The world outside of Nabine, Bobby and the envelope was a blur. Nothing existed but the moment.    
     At the DHL office Danny was required to fill out several forms.  He was signing his name at the foot of the first form when they were plunged into darkness. Danny looked at his watch; it was eight o’clock. It was not uncommon for Kathmandu to experience a power cut around this time. Danny knew this, but, fuck, did it add to it all. Danny took a deep breath allowed himself a little smile and, with the aid of a torch, filled out the rest of the form.
     It was done.

    ‘We must celebrate our friendship now’ announced Nabine once they were out of the office and on there way back to the shop. ‘I hope ours is a partnership that will thrive for years to come. You are welcome back to Nepal any time my friend. We must now come back to our shop and we will have food and drink to celebrate Scotland and Nepal. A friendship. A partnership.’
     At the shop the three of them enjoyed plates of dhal baat and glasses of kukurhi rum. Two hours later, well fed and well-oiled, the time was right for Danny to leave. He recalled his father telling him once that a man must always know when the time is right to leave. It was funny him remembering his old man’s words now. He hadn’t thought about him in weeks. 
‘Well, I thank you both very much for your hospitality gentlemen, but I think I should be getting back to my hotel now. I have an early bus to catch in the morning.’ Danny stood up ‘Nabine, I thoroughly look forward to meeting you in Scotland and returning your generosity. I’m sure you’ll love haggis. And I’ll make sure to have a nice whisky ready for you.’ Nabine stood up and shook Danny’s hand, placing his left hand on top of his right as he did so, a traditional sign of sincerity in Nepal. Danny certainly hoped that the two men in front of him were sincere, and that they would indeed eat haggis and drink whisky together in Glasgow. 
     
Danny’s head was spinning. His pulse had slowed but his mind continued to race. A new world had been opened to him. It was as if he was walking through the streets of Kathmandu for the first time. Fifteen thousand pounds. Once more he could feel the opportunities and excitement that surrounded him. What if this really was only the start of something much greater? The night air fizzed and crackled. The streets were alive. Fifteen thousand pounds. Yes. Where am I going? Danny smiled a wide exuberant unreserved smile. He didn’t know. This could be done every year; the start of a partnership Nabine had said. Earlier he couldn’t afford a beer, but now, well, now he couldn’t resist one. He had earned it. Men who illegally smuggle diamonds don’t simply head back to their hotel rooms for early nights. No, they spend nights in bars in exotic cities, all over the world. Just waiting to see where the night, where the world and where chance will take them.

AN AMATEUR’S COMMEMORATION TAE OOR RABBIE 

(TO BE READ ON THE POET’S NIGHT)

Now, Ah’d like tae tell ye aw a story

About wan man an aw his glory

That man, this here night, dis depend

Way oot him, aw this mirth, we’d hae tae suspend.

Fae humble background an’ poverty he did arise

His powers o’ poetry an sang they did surprise

The Edinburgh literati. They tried tae claim him as their ain

As both his infamy and popularity did gain.

Like any true Scotsman he liked a drink.

It helped him when he didnae wan tae think

Noo, like us aw he had ‘is troubles

An he tried tae solve thum by orderin doubles

He told us aw the tale ay Tam O’Shanter

This was wan man that didnae live ‘is life at a canter

He lived his life way the birds, the booze and the bohemia

An, upon hearin his poetry the wimen they did grow dreamier

Noo he fell in love way Jean Armour

An’ I’m share he never meant tae harm ‘er

When way aw those other wimen he did cheat

I’m share he felt so guilty that he even had a little greet

His poetry does describe the ways of common man

Way better than that of any Lake poet can

They’ve even compared him tae Shakespeare 

Much randier an’ racier wiz this rouge’s career

An ah hope ye can aw understaun

Jist whit a man is a man

Who gie’d us aw a night like the night

Way the whisky’s flowin. It aw jist feels right

So, noo I’d like ye aw tae raise a glass

To salute a man that was a different class

An for us aw tae remember him the way he wud hae wanted

By getting well and truly cunted

He is is oor ain, oor very ain Rabbie Burns 

Paul O’Neill

MOVIE STAR
Alex reached the field, expecting to see the place abuzz with activity: cameras rolling along little rails, directors barking orders, actors running or fighting or shouting, people of no fixed activity watching, or lounging, or drinking coffee. Instead, three men stood in one corner of the field, sheltered from the entrance and the road by some scrubby trees and bushes, apparently intent on a tatty clipboard.

Alex crossed over to join them. Cow-pats and churned-up clay seemed eager to cling to his already ruined shoes.

‘Hi, I’m Alex’ he announced as strode up.

The tallest of the three glanced round briefly and nodded a cursory greeting, then returned to the huddle. Alex was used to being ignored, but the way they did it embarrassed him and he hated that more than anything, so he stood right beside them but there was none of the yielding of personal space that he had come to expect. He was held firmly and disdainfully outside their circle.

He looked at the clipboard for a clue but it was just a photocopied sheet and the print was too small to read at a glance. Some boxes and canvas bags lay close by.

‘I’m here for the movie.’

The tallest one laughed: ‘Ha ha ha, movie!’ 

‘Well what is it then if it’s not a movie?’

Finally all three looked at him.

‘Who are you?’ enquired the oldest.

‘I told you, I’m Alex.’

‘Alex who?’

‘Alex Craig. John sent me, said I had a part in a movie.’

‘Johnnnn ………?’ The man’s shrug and extended final consonant sought an answer. His scowl said something else altogether.

Alex was irritated, but by now was also concerned.

‘Bonnar’.

‘Right …John Bonnar. Right. Well …..?’

‘Alex’

‘Alex, you have THE part in the .. eh, movie Alex, THE part! Ha ha ha.’ His laugh was humourless, almost venomous.

The tallest man was biting surprisingly rapidly at the tough bits of skin around his fingernail. Ud, ud, ud, ud. His teeth made tapping noises as he chewed methodically from one side to the other. The third man kept glancing towards the road expectantly. 

‘Here, put these on – quickly.’ It was the third man who spoke this time as he handed Alex a plastic bag containing some clothes. ‘Then stand by that muddy patch. When the car comes in through the gate, start running towards that tree and don’t stop.’

’Why? What’s going to happen?’

‘It’ll all become clear Alex.’

Something about the oldest man made Alex comply without question. Even the question of the money almost slipped his mind. 

‘£100.’ He blurted out.

‘It’s all set up ….hold on!’ The oldest one had been talking on a mobile phone. He lowered the phone, came up to Alex and looked him straight in the face. ‘What?’

‘I was told I’d get £100.’

The man looked at Alex for a long time. Alex made some attempt to match his gaze but eventually felt his eyes flicker almost imperceptibly downwards.

‘Fine.’ The man smiled and his eyes followed his brows upwards as he sighed and resumed his phone conversation.

Alex did as he was bid, and meanwhile the crew (two of the three men he had just met) collected their cameras and took their positions. This was more like it. 

‘Do I get a script?’ he asked.

‘Oh for fuck’s sake!’ It was the oldest man who replied. ‘Just stand there, that’s just fine – oh and remember to run……. and ……………………………… action.’ He said it into the mobile more than to those present.

Alex stood for what seemed like several minutes, somewhat bemused. But as he heard the car coming, his heart started to drum and he felt a childish thrill of anticipation. He heard it approaching the gate and got ready, starting to run as instructed, as soon as its nose appeared through the entrance. It was not far to the tree but his abused body objected to the exertion and progress was slow and laboured. Adrenaline helped him along. He was focussed on reaching the tree and envisaged vaulting head-first over the low wall, executing an assured and accomplished forward roll on the other side, picturing how it would look in the finished movie, with a musical soundtrack. But the wall looked much bigger up close and he thought better of it, as he probably wouldn’t make it over. Plus there might be boulders or something on the other side. Would they add special affects? He wondered. 

The burst of automatic gunfire alarmed him and he looked round. The car was gaining on him and a gunman was leaning out the window, aiming directly at him. Alex had never heard a gun being fired before and was interested to note that it didn’t sound very much like the way it sounded on TV or in movies – much less dramatic, more like a series of sharp cracks or pops, rather than the explosive sound he would have expected. He put that down to the use of blanks rather than real bullets. He thought he was still running but, oddly, the thing that drew his attention to the fact that he wasn’t was that his view had changed. Rather than concentrating on the tree, he was now suddenly staring hard at a small patch of mud and grass. His hands, he noticed were on the ground, supporting the weight of his torso. A small, defiant daisy stretched its delicate petals towards him but was suddenly consumed by a large drop of blood. Was his nose bleeding? He lifted his right hand to investigate but then discovered that his left arm was unable to support him. He fell forward and curled up foetally. This was quite comfortable and he thought he would just rest like that for a while. He didn’t feel very well, but then he never felt very well. Pieces of raw flesh, glistening and bloody, lay beside him and the grass was soaked with blood. Props? How did they get there? He moved his head a little, and panned across the field. The car was blurred but gradually came into focus as it loomed closer. The tyre filled his view for a second and he heard the crunching of bone. It sounded a lot like cabbage being cut.   

‘Cut!’ 
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I mostly like playing with dead folk (means I'm studying anatomy not necrophilia!), writing, reading and painting as well as socialising now and again.  Who says all writers are recluses?  I have had a couple of poems published before but my main joy is in writing short stories.

Pavlos Giannoukos

Pavlos firmly believes he was born in Greece which may explain many things or it may not. As a half Scottish aspiring world leader, studying English Literature, Film & TV Studies and History of Art at Glasgow University seemed to be the way to go. The final piece of his master plan fell into piece when he was invited to attend the Creative Writing sessions provided and he soon established himself of a talker of utter nonsense which strangely enough made perfect sense. However, none of this does. 

Mark Greig

Mark Alexander John Greig is a medical student from a small village north of Aberdeen.

Luke Halsall

Hi, I'm Luke. I'm in fourth year and like to read comics and books, play my guitar, listen to music, watch films, and the obvious write. I adore film noir and was inspired by Raymond Chandler, Alan Bennett, Lee Child, Stan Lee etc. I found the creative writing course an amazing experience and wish that I had done it earlier on in my uni degree.

Kevin MacNeil

Kevin is a fantastically dull and secretive man, currently studying English Literature in a desperate attempt to improve the general calibre of his conversation.

Diane Nieses

Diane feels writing is a way to tame her mind and to defy language. She likes old books, black chocolate, and the rustling sound of stepping onto leaves on a sunny autumn afternoon. She doesn’t like not being able to put my thoughts into sentences, to express her feelings in adequate words, and to let her imagination run criss-cross on a blank page

Paul O’Neill

The English language was my first love, but I have to admit, rather shamefacedly, that I took it very much for granted and callously abandoned it to study electronics. I worked in the electronics industry for several years but I never really felt that I belonged in that field and gravitated surreptitiously to writing about electronics, later becoming a full-time Technical Author. Eventually I surrendered to my fate - English and I were meant to be together, so Uni beckoned and I'm now studying for a degree in English Lit and English Language, nearing the end of my junior honours year.

Richard Pye

Richard is in his second year of studying medicine. His medical peers don't understand his writing compulsion, and have consequently diagnosed him with a variety of psychiatric disorders. He frequently worries they might be right...

Michael Roff

I'm Michael Roff and I'm a first year. I've found part of my philosophy course has even inspired some of my writing and psychology ends up giving some of my characters various disorders and at some point I'm sure I'll end up utilising history as a backdrop for a story. I like to jump between genres and different characters but my work tends to always have a dark overtone. I tend to use 3rd person but enjoy 1st person as well.

Jenny Ross

Jenny is a dreamer. When there are endless days, she fills them with writing and with painting. There are so many words in her. She is in second year studying veterinary medicine. She needs to be in wild places. She chose the darkness. She is waiting to find the person who can hear the music inside of her. 

Sadie Ryan

Sadie feels she is not all that interesting except that she’s met two members of Blazin' Squad and she can play Millionaire by Kelis on the xylophone.

Sophie Sexon

Began her career as a woman in 1988.  After a whirlwind tour of the South of England Sophie settled in the West-End of Glasgow, where she joined a 22-piece folk band and learned how to play a pink ukelele.  Sophie's current projects involve honing the fine art of napping and learning how to fry an egg without burning the underside irrevocably.
Rose Spence

Rose is a 19 year old Politics student from South London.

Clare Sutherland

Psychology, 20, Brunette, big smile, milk-skin, hazel eyes – sometimes hidden by glasses. Curious, extraverted and sociable but reserved. Assertive and strong-minded, although gentle. Studious and driven but still caring: mostly thoughtful and understanding. Enthusiastic! Individualistic, decisive: determined. Precise.  A hidden romantic… 

Alistair Tindell

Alistair is currently taking a year out from medicine to study immunology. In his spare time he likes to be mindlessly optimistic and enjoys experimenting with bitter despair and Tennant's.

Jonathan Whitelaw
My passions in life are writing, TV and film and, unfortunately, the amber fluid. Have had works printed for newspapers both local and national and am about to finish my second novel. Can mostly be found crawling in and out of bed at ungodly hours and scribbling away in a dark corner of a bar/cafe. It’s not all bad, trust me.
Elizabeth Wilkie

I’m usually called Lizzie, which is a backlash from being 7 years old and deciding that I didn’t like ‘Elizabeth’ – now everyone calls me Lizzie, it seems a shame to change back again! I’m in my second year at Glasgow Uni, studying Film Studies and English Lit. I get asked a lot ‘what am I going to do after I graduate’: the answer to that is usually ‘I don’t know…I’ll think of something!’

Editors

Amy Burns

Originally from Alabama, Amy Burns now lives in Scotland where she is a PhD student in the University of Glasgow's Creative Writing Department. Her prose and poetry has appeared both online and in print. She has recently completed her first novel and secured an agent to represent the work.
Micaela Maftei

Micaela is from Toronto, Canada. She came to Scotland in 2007 and is currently pursuing a PhD in Creative Writing from the University of Glasgow.  
Laura Tansley

Laura is from Malvern, Worcestershire, which she describes as a place of inspiration but only when she is estranged from it, which is why she is in Glasgow studying for a PhD in Creative Writing.
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