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Editorial
Issue 15 - 2020
Welcome to the fifteenth 
edition of Vortex, an inclusive 
student-led literary magazine 
that showcases vivid and 
diverse writing for anyone with 
an interest in the written word. 

When we took over 
the reins of  Vortex, we 
talked about themes and 
asked ourselves what we 
thought Vortex meant to 
us: as a word, as a concept,  
as a literary magazine. When 
Ezra Pound and Wyndham 
Lewis harnessed the word 
‘vortex’ for their own outré 
literary magazine Blast, they 
understood that it embodied 
the essence of their radical 
new journal: ‘The magic of 
a word! The vague impulses 
of the movement could 
now be defined in terms of 
a whirlpool, a whirlwind, a 
vortex that unites rushing 
force and stillness to create 
a perpetually self-renewing 
expression of energy.’

This ‘expression of energy’ 

sums up what our dynamic 
literary magazine is about. 
We serve as a lodestar for 
all creative writers here at  
the University of Winchester, 
providing valuable space 
for fresh and diverse voices 
to explore their worlds and 
capture our imagination. 

This edition includes a 
fusion of high-quality poetry, 
flash fiction, short stories and 
non-fiction. Each piece has 
been carefully selected from 
a raft of submissions to reflect 
the magazine’s ethos and 
showcase the very best creative 
writing that the University of 
Winchester has to offer. 

We hope you enjoy 
reading this edition of 
Vortex as much as we have  
enjoyed curating it.    
 This one, as well 
as previous editions of 
Vortex, are available 
for free on the website:  
www.issuu.com/vortex 

- Th e E d i t or i a l Boa rd

Cover art by Daisie Reed
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A salty wind is whirling around me, whistling through the grass 
and making my hair whip out behind me. The sounds of the 
ocean fill my ears, the shrieks of the seagulls as they dive without 
mercy into the white waves, hunting for fish. The gusts of wind are 
too strong, and the birds struggle to keep themselves straight in 
the air. I can taste the sea salt on my lips, from the waves crashing 
against the beach.

As the horizon stretches out in front of me, the greys merge 
together, and it becomes almost impossible to distinguish where 
the ocean stops and where the sky begins. Dark clouds stop the 
evening sun from peeking through, and the air is feeling heavy 
against my skin. I can hear rumbling of thunder in the far distance, 
faint flashes of lightning occasionally making the clouds look like 
they’re glowing white. 

Sand finds its way between my toes and my feet are wet from 
the waves licking at my skin, but I don’t mind. I close my eyes 
to the strong wind blowing in my face. After a while the wind 
dissipates, the seagulls and ocean fade away, until all that is left is 
a crushing silence. The dream is playing in my mind like a movie. 

I can’t escape my dreams, I learned that a long time ago, so 
I’ve embraced the feeling of being brought far away, because if I 
open my eyes, I have to face reality. 

The room is dark, so opening my eyes doesn’t make much 
difference. There’s a salty smell in the room, but I’m not sure if 
it’s just lingering from my dream or if the scent is real. I’ve been 
in here for almost as long as I can remember, only a few glimpses 
of memory to cling to. They’re keeping me sane. 

Butterfly Kiss
It’s the quiet that pulls me wide and deep -
that turns my back into an open door
and my skin to eyes.
I unfurl, drinking in the light.
I have been a tightly bound chrysalis,
shrinking
from the cacophony of the world.
I longed for the open,
to butterfly-kiss the sky.
For I am a great, spiralling wind-dancer
and I didn’t fit in that shallow grave
of shiver-thin bars and concrete halls.
I am fragile and flight,
I am wild.

Making Sense Sara Nilsen

Gabrielle O
’Connell
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There’s a door in front of me. I can’t see it, but I know it’s 
there. It’s the only thing in the room, except for the bed I have to 
sleep in. It’s an uncomfortable bed, but it’s better than the floor. 
The door opens consistently three times a day, although I can’t 
tell if it’s the same time every day, due to the lack of real daylight. 
Sometimes a plate of something is pushed through the crack, 
sometimes nothing, and he usually comes once a day. When he 
comes, that always means trouble. He always brings a syringe and 
a small bottle of clear liquid with him, but it’s not water. He pricks 
my arm with the needle and pushes the fluid into my body, and it 
makes my mind go fuzzy and cloudy around the edges. It makes 
me feel funny. 

I close my eyes again, letting myself slip into another dream. 
Dreaming has become something of a habit the last few years. 
I never had much of an imagination as a child, but since I was 
brought here my dreams have become more vivid, more detailed, 
more alive. 

The sky above me is bright blue, white cotton clouds floating 
across like small sheep. There’s a refreshing breeze rustling 
through the trees, blowing some of the leaves down to the forest 
floor. Yellow, orange and red shades cover the browns and greys 
of the earth. The forest is quiet, except for my feet thudding softly 
against the dirt and the wind blowing through the foliage above 
me. It’s peaceful, energizing.

I can see a lake through the thinning line of trees, the water 
black and still. Not a ripple to disturb the mirror-like surface. But 
it’s not like any mirror I’ve seen. It doesn’t reflect the bright blue 
sky or the white clouds floating above it. It’s just black, like pure 
darkness rests beneath the surface. 

There’s a cool gust of wind whipping through the forest,  

and a flock of birds take off from a nearby tree. My hair is blowing 
into my face and I reach my hand up to move it behind my ear. 
The surface of the lake is quiet, even in the wind. Still and black, 
like nothing can disturb it. An old oak tree groans dangerously 
to my right in the strong wind, threatening to topple over. I get 
a foreboding feeling in my stomach, like something bad is going 
to happen. But nothing bad ever happens in my daydreams; my 
dreams are mine and I control it. Nothing bad can happen here… 

A creaking sound makes me snap my eyes open and sit up 
against the concrete wall, cowering in the corner, knowing what’s 
about to happen. A stream of light peeks through the crack of the 
door, illuminating a small patch of the floor. He comes in, hauling 
something that could be a metal chair behind him in one hand. 

‘I want to go home,’ I say weakly, my voice rough from not 
being used for a while, but I already know the answer. I say the 
same thing every time he comes to visit me, and every time I get 
the same answer. 

‘And I want to be president, but I can’t see that happening 
anytime soon. You should accept your fate, love.’ He sounds 
weary and I can hear him rustle around the room. It makes me 
nervous; I know he’s going to prick my arm again, but I don’t 
want my head to be cloudy anymore. Dread begins to form in the 
pit of my stomach and my voice shakes slightly.

‘Why do you keep me here?’ Another thing I already know 
the answer to. It’s for your own good. 

‘It’s for your own good,’ he repeats as every other time 
I’ve asked, and I can hear impatience seeping into his voice. 
He knows I already know the answer. I don’t know why I keep 
asking the same questions, but maybe I’m hoping for a different 
answer, more information, something else than what I get.  
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Anything else than what I get.
The metal clangs against the concrete floor as he places 

the chair by my bed and walks back to the door. I can see him 
stretching his arm around the corner, and there is a moment 
of complete darkness, complete stillness, and then the room is 
filled with a blinding light once again. I whimper and hide my 
face in the nook of my elbows, to shield my eyes from the harsh, 
fluorescent light. 

‘So,’ he starts and the sound of metal scraping against the 
floor indicates that he has sat down on the chair. ‘You probably 
know why I’m here today.’ Is it day? It could be the middle of the 
night for all I know. I nod into my arm, the light still too bright for 
me to lift my head. 

‘Look at me,’ he orders and I reluctantly lift my head from 
the crook of my elbow, my eyes still closed against the light. ‘Look 
at me!’ His tone is more aggressive this time, and I open my eyes. 
It takes me a moment to adjust, but I can make out his dark 
silhouette in the white light. ‘Thank you,’ he says with a hint of 
a satisfied smile in his voice. ‘Now, it’s time for your daily dose.’ 
I shake my head, slowly at first and then more violently. I don’t 
want to do this again. 

‘Please, no,’ I whisper and look up at him, fear crashing 
over me in tsunami waves. He doesn’t answer, just pulls out the 
syringe and bottle of clear liquid. The syringe is filled halfway and 
he walks towards me, the needle looming over me. As he draws 
nearer, he blocks out the light from the ceiling lamp, putting me 
in a small shadow.

‘Give me your arm,’ he says and stretches his hand towards 
me. I continue to shake my head and turn away from him, 
as if that would make him give up and go away. It doesn’t 

and he grabs my shoulder, turning me to face him before  
taking my arm to insert the needle. 

‘No!’ I yell and thrash in his hard grip. ‘No, stop! Stop!’ I 
push and kick against him to get him away from me even though 
I know it’s futile. The sleeve of his shirt rises in the struggle, and 
my eyes lock on a spot of black ink marking his arm. I know that 
spot of ink. I’ve seen it only once in my life, this being the second 
time. My body freezes and stills in his grip, my eyes locked on the 
tattoo. 

The prick of the needle is barely felt as my body falls limp. My 
eyes roll back into my head as the liquid takes effect, streaming 
through my veins. All I can see is the tattoo before everything 
around me fades away. 

I can see the scene play out in my mind’s eye, an actual 
memory, not a dream this time, pushed far back into my 
subconscious, begging to be forgotten. Now it’s pulled out, and I 
can’t look away. It is as if I’m standing on the side lines, unable to 
intervene or warn the little girl. Unable to tell her to forget about 
the flowers and just run home. All I can do is watch. 

***
She is walking down the street. Her schoolbag over her shoulders, 
and with a light jump in her steps, she skips happily home from 
school. Along the pathway, wildflowers grow and she stops every 
once in a while to pick the prettiest ones to bring back home to 
show to her mum. The sun is shining brightly from a cloudless, 
brilliant blue sky, and dogs are barking at the girl as she passes the 
front yards, begging for attention. 

Just as she’s about to reach out and kick at a rock, a car slows 
down behind her, not stopping completely, but she doesn’t seem 
to notice it; she is too absorbed in the flowers in the ditch. Suddenly 
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a strong arm wraps around her tiny waist, pinning her arms down. 
There’s a black tattoo on his arm, a compass pointing east. A 
hand covers her mouth as she opens it to scream, and there’s just 
a muffled sound that comes out, not nearly loud enough to bring 
any attention to what’s happening. The wildflowers she picked 
for her mum drop limply to the pavement as the van drives away, 
leaving the street quiet once again.

***
Tears are trickling slowly down my cheek, the old pain of the 
memory ripped up and the scar is bleeding again. Darkness 
envelopes me as he takes the chair with him and turns off the 
light, before shutting the door behind him. He leaves me there 
for dead, alone, broken. All that’s left for me is the darkness and 
knowing that this will be the end of me. 

I can feel the clear fluid working to fog my mind again, and I 
know I won’t be able to fight it off, after years of trying to fight it. 
Instead, I surrender my consciousness to another dream. 

I’m back by the lake, but the forest around me has changed. 
Instead of a thick foliage of yellow and orange leaves, all the trees 
are bare. The air around me is frosty and there’s a white mist 
creeping towards me over the black lake. Nothing is the same 
anymore. Everything around me is either dead or dying.

Dark clouds move slowly across the sky, even though there is 
no wind to move them. Everything is still, like I’m placed inside 
a picture. Nothing but the clouds are moving, no sound, nothing 
at all. Even though the sun isn’t visible through the thick layer of 
clouds, I somehow know it’s dusk. The woods are getting darker 
by the minute and shadows bleed into each other, changing the 
scenery around me. 

An empty feeling fills my body, spreading through every 

limb, every cell until all I can feel is a stinging numbness. I slip 
down to the forest floor, leaning against the trunk of the old oak 
tree as shadows wrap around me. All around me is black, the 
purest darkness I’ve ever seen, even darker than the room I’m 
being held in. I can feel myself drifting away. Further away from 
the kind of reality my dreams offer, further away from my lucid 
thoughts, until I’m floating in thin air, in nothingness. It’s bliss.
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Mother who wears a cardigan that doesn’t fit
a cardigan that only she could knit.
Her skeletal form concealed within the stitches measured by 
time
stretched and faded
plain with no pearl
hidden beneath
the youth of the girl.
Daughter the echo who wears her pass-me-downs
realises that ‘what goes around comes around’.
She stares at the cardigan
laid out on a clean white sheet
the reaper’s cloak
with two pennies
stitches, too many.

My Mother’s Cardigan 

She sits out there. Rocking in her chair – to and fro, to and fro –  
even when the clouds have swallowed the moon and not an ounce 
of its silvery shine penetrates their dark stomachs. The world sings 
to her, one song, one lonesome ditty that never changes.

Coyotes. Their forlorn cries carry over the barren desert as 
the old hag’s murky eyes fix on their black, distant shadows. They 
stalk the horizon, like spirits lurking on the edge of the afterlife.

Closer to home, the steady thrum of crickets. A fervent, 
unwavering thunder of noise that every hour is drowned by the 
monstrous roar of the steam train, rumbling along the rusted rail 
tracks behind her home.
 The old woman closes her milky eyes, and swings – to and 
fro, to and fro. Just another landmark in the desert. 
 

Landmarks

Rosemary Smith

Amy Davies



The Dolls
He has a doll for each of us. They sit side by side on the 
mantelpiece, holding hands like a group of innocent children, 
playing ring-a-ring-o’-roses. There are five dolls in all, and the one 
in the middle is mine. I look just like her. 

The doll’s hair falls in silky brown waves, like the smooth 
ripples of melted chocolate stirring in a fountain. Her mouth is set 
in a constant smile, and her body is a little damaged from where 
he dropped her yesterday.

That’s why I’m here.
The knife meets my flesh and I watch as the muscles in his 

arm flex. I scream out and my body bucks away from him. I can’t 
get far though as my arms are chained to the wall above my head, 
and my feet are bound. 

‘Please...’ I cry as sweat pours down my forehead. ‘Please 
stop.’ 

Drawing back and forth, he grips the instrument with precision 
and it cuts into me, deeper and deeper. 

I scream out again and watch as my blood empties onto the 
sofa. He eventually has enough of my cries and plunges a cloth 
into my mouth.

‘This will be fast, I promise,’ he says, as if he cares. 
I’m just a doll to him. A living, breathing doll. As are all the 

girls.
We’re not usually allowed upstairs, unless he wants our 

company. Some have been here longer than me, but we’re due 
for a new recruit this evening. That’s what he says.

Pain slices through my abdomen and I yank at the chains 
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wrapped around my wrists. Yet again, the knife sears into my 
flesh.

‘Nearly done,’ he says before starting to hum to himself.

***
When he finishes, he drops me back into the den. It’s where we 
live – the other girls and I. As soon as my body collides with the 
floor, they immediately take me by my arms and carry me over to 
the one mattress we all share.

They all inspect me from head to toe and gasp when they 
see it. All but Cindy. She sits in the corner like she always does, 
staring at the wall. 

I look down to see that my little toe is missing on my left foot, 
and then my gaze follows the line of blood to my waist where I’m 
missing the curves I used to have. It looks as if one side of me is 
dented in where he has removed skin and bone, like the side of 
the doll has looked since he dropped her. 

They’re delicate things, the dolls, just like us. 
The other girls lift my head, propping me up with each of 

their pillows.
Bella looks at my face and, as always, I flinch at the sight of 

her arm. He had been playing with Bella’s doll and her arm had 
accidently broken off. He tried his best to sew it back on but 
realised afterwards that it was back to front. That night, the same 
happened to Bella.

She uses her one working hand to hold a cloth to my side, to 
stop the bleeding. 

I want to scream out from the pain but I can’t. I’ll end up like 
Cindy. 

None of us want to end up like Cindy.
Little Rose slides into the other side of me and curls up in a 

ball. She’s the youngest, and he normally leaves her alone.
‘It’ll be OK, Heather,’ Rose says to me, and I start to cry.
Bella watches me and brings the one duvet we all share around 

my shoulders. ‘Get some sleep. You’ll wake up feeling better.’ 
I hope so.

***
They don’t understand. I wasn’t planning to take another. I wasn’t 
planning on completing the collection, but for her, I have.

When I pick up the old photo frame from its place on the 
table, she stares at me from the picture inside. She looks exactly 
how I remember her: big, brown eyes and pale skin, sitting at her 
dollies’ table, hosting a small tea-party for her toys. 

My baby sister had always loved her dolls the most, and wished 
they were real.

‘Can I be a doll one day?’ she used to ask me. ‘Will mummy 
and daddy let me?’

I had always looked at her as if she was mad. I guess she was 
a little.

‘Why’d you want to be a doll?’ I’d say, ruffling her hair.
‘Because they can always be fixed.’
They are my dolls now. I took them from her room the day 

she died.   
I’ve collected the real-life versions. It took me a while. It’s like 

they were hiding from me. They made me wait until they were 
alone.

It’s as if they don’t understand why I’ve brought them here. 
They scream a lot, but they don’t understand that dolls don’t talk. 
Dolls sit still and always smile.

***
When I wake, there’s a new girl. She sits in the corner of the den, 
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huddled up behind her knees, crying.
Little Rose is asleep by my side and Bella is talking to the 

newbie. 
‘It’s OK,’ she keeps saying. 
It’s not OK. None of this is OK.
Cindy doesn’t even look around. 
The newbie lifts her head a little, takes one look at Bella’s 

twisted arm, and screams. Bella clamps a hand over her mouth 
and the girl’s eyes almost bulge out when they look around and 
see Cindy.

Little Rose stirs next to me and I move slightly off my back, 
pushing myself to a half-sitting position. I take a better look at the 
newbie. She looks just like the fifth doll on the mantelpiece. Her 
eyes are freakishly big and her body skinny and small – just how 
he likes us.

I wonder what will happen to her? Will he like the newbie 
more than little Rose?

He has his favourites and I’m not one of them. I don’t smile 
enough.

***
She matches perfectly. Even her hair is as smooth as her doll’s 
porcelain skin, but it will have to be cut. I can fix that.

Now I have the collection, I can host the tea-party. I can 
make her happy again. She’ll like to see her dolls sipping from 
small china cups, their lips turned up in smiles and their eyes 
twinkling with joy.

‘Look how happy they are,’ she used to sing.
I drill another hole into the floor, around the table, underneath 

where each chair will go. Screwing in a steel floor anchor, I attach 
the chains and move onto the next.

***
Bella has taken the newbie under her wing, like most mother hens 
would do. She’s stopped crying and we’re all thankful for that. 

‘Where am I?’ she asks.
‘The den,’ Bella responds.
Little Rose stirs in her sleep and eventually opens her eyes, 

taking in the new girl. They’re both about the same age, a little 
younger than the three of us.

Bella is the oldest and is like the big sister I never had. 
I don’t know how old he is, but I can guess no older than 

middle-aged.
The door above us opens and Rose’s eyes go wide. She knows 

it’s her turn soon. He won’t leave her alone for ever.
He climbs down as he usually does, holding a gun and a chain.
Bella stands in front of us all and the newbie cowers behind 

her. 
His eyes twinkle as he turns around to look at us – it’s how 

he gazes at the dolls. We’re his possessions, his toys, and now it’s 
time to play.

He takes Bella first, then he comes back for the newbie. 
When he grabs for Rose, she tries to run, but there is nowhere to 
go. He fires his gun and a shot collides with the stone wall. Rose 
freezes. The ringing echoes and I can’t hear anything for a few 
moments. Little Rose is taken after that.

He hasn’t been back for Cindy or I.
I lever myself up a little and try my best to stand. My body 

screams out in agony and I have to bite my lip to stop from yelling.
Eventually, I find myself on my hands and knees, and even 

though it kills me to do so, I crawl over to the opposite wall, to 
where the shot was fired. 
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To where there’s a hole.

***
I finish attaching the chain around her feet. She kicks at me but 
ceases any movement when I place the barrel of the gun at her 
chest.

I don’t want to have to kill them. It’s taken me a long time to 
collect them all.

As I stand, I walk over to my camera, which I have left sitting 
on mantlepiece. I hold it up to my face and look through the lens, 
zooming out far enough to capture my three favourites. 

‘Smile,’ I chime before I take the first picture. 
‘Say cheese,’ my sister used to say. ‘If you don’t smile, it 

means you’re not having fun.’
They’re not smiling. I take the camera away from my face 

and glare at them, forcing the gun at the middle one as her limp 
arm rests on the table.

‘I said smile!’ I shout. 
I gain three big, toothy grins. Each of my favourites holds up 

a small teacup in their bound hands. However, their eyes aren’t 
twinkling. 

Why aren’t they twinkling?

***
Pushing my finger through the hole, I attempt to remove small 
stones from within. After a while, I start to feel a breeze on my 
face. I try to peer through, but the other side is dark.

My finger wiggles around inside again and eventually gets 
stuck. I curse and try to drag my finger back out, but the wall is 
having none of it. I moan, pulling and pulling. My finger starts to 
feel numb from the pain, but it doesn’t stop me.

Suddenly, with one big yank, my finger finally becomes free 

and the wall shudders a little in response. I land on my back and 
stare up at it. The wall moved. It wasn’t just me who noticed it. 
Cindy has turned around to stare also.

How can a wall move?
I run my gaze from the stones to the floor and back up to the 

ceiling. It looks the same as the other walls. I crawl back over and 
push against it. It doesn’t budge.

Hot breath feathers my neck and I turn to see Cindy, who’s 
vacated her corner, kneeling beside me. She stares at me, and I 
gulp, taking in the string that’s embedded into her skin and sewn 
her mouth into a constant smile – a doll’s smile. Cocking her 
head to the side, she studies the wall and reaches out her own 
finger. It shakes a little and I watch with curiosity.

She reaches in so that her finger gets stuck and she pulls. 
The wall doesn’t budge, and any hope I feel vanishes. Cindy pulls 
again and again, but her finger is wedged tightly into the wall.

We both freeze when we hear the door open from above. 
He’s coming.
Cindy yanks at her finger one last time, and it works. Her 

finger flies out of the hole and, with the force, the wall shudders 
again, this time inwards. Only part of the wall though, as if it’s a 
door.

I stare at it and then look to Cindy, who’s fallen on her back. 
Footsteps sound down the ladder and I wonder who he’s 

here to fetch.

***
She doesn’t resist as I pull her up through the door and chain her 
down, next to the others.

Maybe they all need to be together for their eyes to twinkle?
It’s how my sister would have liked it. ‘They’re all friends and 
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they need to be kept together,’ she used to say.
Since I fixed the girl’s mouth, she doesn’t scream anymore, 

not like she used to. She sits still and smiles – she always smiles 
now.

I’ve lined up each doll in the middle of the table to face their 
real-life counterparts. 

I take one more photo. This time all their eyes twinkle. When 
I take the camera away, I can see they’re crying. 

***
It took a while, but I got the door in the wall to open up. I wedged 
my finger in a dozen times and tugged at it, wearing the wall away 
bit by bit. Eventually, the door swung open.

I stare into the darkness and notice a set of stairs.
Taking one last look behind me, at the empty den, I sigh. 

We could’ve worked together as one to break our way out, if 
only we’d known about this door. Now they’re up there, and I’m 
alone.

I crawl over and heave myself up the first step, then the 
second, and carry on until I finally reach the top.

***
‘Dolls don’t cry!’ I bellow, and they all flinch at the sound of my 
voice. I don’t mean to scare them, not really. I’m only doing this 
to make her happy.

‘Imagine if my dolls were real. We’d have so much fun,’ she 
used to sing, pouring out more fake tea into cups.

‘You’re supposed to be having fun!’ I yell and hold the gun 
against my cheek. Closing my eyes, I feel the cold barrel cooling 
my temperature down and I relax slightly. They’re messing it up. 
All of them.

I hear one of them sniff and it causes me to stiffen. I hold out 

my gun and open my eyes. The smallest, the one who reminds 
me of my sister, tries to wipe away her tears, but it’s too late. She’s 
ruined it.

Dolls don’t cry. If they do, they need to be fixed. 
My finger pulls back the trigger of the gun and a shot blares 

through the air and lands in the chest of the doll in the middle of 
the table. The smallest girl stares at her doll and watches as the 
bullet punctures her stomach. She then looks down to see her 
own stomach bleeding. 

The others scream, trying to escape. I point the gun at the 
next doll and fire, and then the next, and the next.

***
Crawling out through what appears to be a cellar door, I meet the 
cold wrath of the wind. My breathing is heavy, and I crawl over  to 
the window of the house to look inside. I want to know what he’s 
doing with them.

As I heave myself up the wall, leaning on the frame of the 
window, I peek through and immediately regret it. His gun is 
raised and the bullet flies into Cindy’s doll, sat on the table before 
her. The look in his eyes is utter madness and I watch as Cindy 
falls limp in her chair, blood soaking through her top. 

I gasp and hold a hand over my mouth to stop me screaming.
Cindy’s head lolls to the side and her sewn smile greets me. 

Her eyes stare ahead, unblinking. 
He looks up, noticing me at the window, and his eyes latch 

onto mine.
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I walk further each day,
her body a weight in my arms.
It hasn’t stopped raining since she was born.
I watch her learn to walk from underwater.
Her first smile makes me disappear.
Drowning.
I don’t know her, in this outside world,
she came too fast.
In an amniotic rush
they laid her on my bare breast,
but I have nothing to give.
Frozen.

That day she screamed
an unceasing outrage,
it tore me open.
I haemorrhaged every secret shame.
She opened the floodgates
and my pain escaped.
As I held her, I dreamed
that I squeezed her to stillness,
so tightly that she stopped.
Silence.
I set her gently in the safety of her crib
and walk away.
Away from her,
from myself,
from everything she has made me
and everything that she has not.

I Am Not a MotherA Gift
Kindness is a gift to give,
So take it while it’s offered.
To strangers, friends or enemies,
Never is it squandered.

A bigger man than you or I,
Is one who’s always kind.
For it takes courage to offer up
A sharing part of mind.

So take that kindness, in return,
Pass it after use.
A chain with no start or end,
And let all hate reduce.

Gabrielle O
’Connell

George Sturm
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Early morning broad, muscular men gathered on the docks. 
They were nudging, pushing and shoving their way to the front. 
As close they could get to the end, without tumbling over the edge 
and into the icy water below. 

It was still dark outside. They rarely saw the sun during the 
long winter months in the freezing north. It left the villagers in 
sombre darkness, with torrential rainstorms and angry seas on 
the daily. They were at the mercy of the temperature, and the 
cold was ruthless. Those who could not get work on the ships left 
their families with starvation on their plates, and the bitterness of 
a loveless home.  Survival mattered more than happiness.

After a while, a great metal ship emerged from the heavy rain 
and the thick layer of fog below. When it docked, the captain 
of The Golden Whale, the most notorious ship on the coast, 
showed up on deck. The men that had gathered on the docks fell 
quiet underneath the captain’s scrutinising gaze. He was making 
his selection, his choice as to who would get the chance to live 
another day. Who looked brave enough to tackle The Dark Coast 
and its mighty beasts?

The chosen men boarded the ship. They had many hours 
of danger ahead, but at the end of the day, they would get the 
funds to survive. Some of the remaining men turned and began 
their journey home with heads hanging low, while the other half 
lingered on the docks in the hopes of the magical appearance of 
a second ship. 

The Dark Coast was known for its defying, stormy seas, and 
only the bravest of men would set foot on a ship bound for the 

open waters. Especially so, a ship like The Golden Whale, who 
sought to hunt down the coast’s beasts. Without whales, there 
would be no food and no oil. Without the oil, there would be 
nothing to fuel their machinery – their industrial revolution. The 
deaths of the beasts were essential to the survival of mankind on 
the isles. 

So the twenty men sailed out with the captain’s crew. The sea 
worked against them, splashing the deck with water, threatening to 
wash the men overboard if they did not turn back. Some believed 
it was the whales themselves that made the waves, exacting revenge 
for their fallen warriors. There was a lot of superstition about the 
whales: some worshipped them for the gifts they brought upon the 
humans, while others resented them for drowning their family at 
sea.

But they persevered. Fighting back against the relentless 
waves, the poor visibility, and the splattering rain, they found what 
they had sailed out for. They spotted the most massive beast the 
captain had seen in weeks, and he knew it would be filled to the 
brim with thick, juicy oils.

The captain had hunted many beasts, so he stepped up and 
took the lead. He instructed the men to ready their harpoons – 
thick spears with razor-sharp edges that pierced whale flesh like 
butter, with barbs angled to trap the spears within. The monster 
surfaced to breathe; its large head glistened on the surface of the 
dark waves.

“Now!” the captain ordered, and spears flew through the air. 
The whale cried out in pain as the weapons sank into old, 

scarred skin, but this was not a weak creature. She had lived 
through the times of the whale hunters from The Dark Coast, 
watching her family captured one by one. Now she roamed the sea 

The Beasts of The Dark Coast
Francine R. Hansen
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alone, one whale against a metal beast with Evil’s slaves aboard. 
Her cries could be heard through the storm, across the 

open seas, all the way back to the villages on the island. One 
of the men upon the ship looked away from the crying whale.  
It was his first time hunting a beast, and never before had he 
seen a whale so close. It possessed a strange beauty in spite of its 
terrifying size. Could it be the beauty of looking fear straight in 
the eye?

The whale knew how to defend herself. She had been through 
this many times, and she had escaped – even killed men and sunk 
their ships. Despite the searing pain of the spears, she ducked 
back underneath the surface of the water, swimming down, 
deeper into the lulling darkness of the sea. 

She pulled the ship with her in the brave attempt of 
tearing the harpoons out of her skin. The Golden Whale 
creaked as it began to tip sideways. The captain ran to the 
steering wheel, pulling his ship port to get it back upright.  
He knew better than the whale. His spears were connected to the 
ship with wires, not ropes, and the barbs were stuck inside the 
beast.

He cranked up the engine, steering his ship towards the 
refinery on the mainland. The whale was yanked back as the 
boat turned. The barbs dug further into her flesh, forcing her 
backwards through the waves. She tried to fight back using her 
massive size to knock the ship over, but she had met her end. 

By the time they reached the mainland, she was exhausted. 
She was not fighting back and had stopped moving altogether. 
The men used a crane to pull her limp body from the water, 
and drove her into the refinery. There, they hooked her 
up to electricity to keep her alive for as long as possible. The 

extraction of the whale oil worked better with a beating 
heart. Tubes were inserted into her sides, and the thick,  
black gold was sucked out from within.

The young man on his first hunt was in charge of the electric 
currents. It was his job to see that they were not too strong or too 
weak, as either would cause the monster to pass. His knuckles 
were white as snow as his hands wrapped around the control 
handle. The whale cried, and sometimes she would breathe 
soothingly for a moment as if she was too tired to admit her pain. 
He could not understand. Was there no way to extract the oils 
from the whales without turning into beasts themselves? Did the 
survival of men really depend on her torture? He pushed the 
handle upwards, his arm shaking with anger. The electric current 
increased. She cried, and her whole body shook with spasms. 
And finally, finally there was silence.
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I love to think that I shall not pass from earth entirely 
there’s a world of things I haven’t done
but of the road I weary.
I’ve heard of forests that come alive at dusk
where freedom lies under the autumnal earth
and no ill or grief is hidden in the spirit’s shadow.
The blackbird sings my song
and in the air death cannot be heard to moan,
yet I will still shrink away from my appointed end
like a sad faded painting. 
One day I will offer myself to my God in the woods
for all he desires is that we all die.

The Bird
When I see a bird flying overhead 
I picture its wings breaking,
a seizure in the sky of 
twisting bone and tearing flesh.
Blood sodden feathers and
a body on the ground.
Six feet under 
and in the name of the Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit.
Wet on black umbrellas,
shoes draped in decay.
Name-splintered crosses
mark row after row of regrets
and much too youngs
and goodbyes unspoken
from tear-stained cheeks. 
A feather falls to my feet,
the bird flies.
The days go on.

My God Is in the Woods 

Rosemary Smith

Carrie Hardman
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Not really sure how I got here. I look around at the silent benches. 
You could probably squeeze quite a number of people in them 
for a midnight mass, but today they seem to hold no more than 
one person – some, not even that.

My glance rises to the occupiers’ faces. A few are wet with 
tears, others strained in a grimace in an effort to keep themselves 
dry. The lips are barely moving, but their prayer is still loud 
enough to be answered. It’s as though a bucket is poured over 
them, washing away every tense line. Soaking in quiet peace, the 
expressions are remarkably relaxed. I wonder when they last had 
a real good rest.

My gaze moves to the altar, which our feet are all pointed 
towards, and up to the cross behind it. This is one of those 
churches that didn’t find the wooden symbol sufficient, but had 
to add a sculpture of a suffering  Jesus on it. I can’t help but wince 
at the thick nails struck through his hands and feet. The urge to 
look away is deafening. I don’t belong here. The people around 
me, they’re nothing like me. Not as cold as I have been; not as 
cruel. I’m glad they experience the comfort of being here. They 
probably deserve it. God knows, I don’t. 

My attention is still transfixed on the figure dying in front of 
me. I’m staring now, long and hard, and my eyeballs feel numb. 
But instead of the usual unfocused spots blocking my view, I see 
dots of memories, painful memories. Wickedness brought to life 
by me is dancing triumphantly inside the little bubbles, each one 
capturing a different moment. Too many moments. The dots 

With Me find their way up on the cross. They’re not dancing anymore. 
They’re struggling. Desperate to move in any other direction. A 
nail is hammered through each one, and the image freezes in a 
scream of terror. Like dead leaves, they fill the wood, surrounding 
the saviour that seems to be looking straight at me. His eyes are 
weary, but the loving warmth in them leaves me no doubt that to 
him, it’s worth it.

“I took it all with me,” he whispers. 
 

Inghild Lea
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Let me paint you a picture of a small terraced house wedged 
amongst a cluster of identical homes on a sprawling estate, built 
for the kind of people estate agents might now term as Upwardly 
Mobile. Like giant sentinels, huge blocks of flats encircled the 
perimeter of this estate, where old folk outnumbered the young 
by some margin. ‘Full of newly-weds and nearly-deads’, we all 
used to joke, thinking ourselves very clever. People on the estate 
had been telling the same joke for years. 

Living space was tight. All six of us, our parents and four young 
daughters, squeezed into a 1960s ‘new build’ (shoebox). There 
was a pocket-sized garden at the back – a typical blend of skin-
grafting concrete leading to a patch of worn-out turf. This looked 
the same as everyone else’s, which I knew because our garden was 
bordered by many other identical Lilliputian gardens, complete 
with their own snot-nosed progeny. As small children we could 
throw our ball comfortably into the gardens of neighbours several 
doors down. We rarely got these returned to us. Someone on our 
estate had been doing a roaring trade in stray balls.

A vast expanse of yellow-patched grass opposite served as a 
convenient extension to our own meagre gardens. This field was 
fenced around the perimeter, with vandalised sections in places 
for ease of access. A little further down were the huge blocks of 
flats, which cast long ominous shadows over the field.

When we were bored playing outside, or it was too cold, the 
flats served as an alternative playground in which to muck around. 
The smell of greasy fried food seeped out into the concrete 
hallways that echoed our scampering footsteps as we dared each 

Latch-Key Kids Nina Done
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other to ring doorbells and scarper, muted giggles trailing in our 
wake. A network of muffled sounds from numerous televisions 
made a kind of warped orchestral mêlée, accompanying us as we 
weaved in and out of stairways and down corridors playing house. 
The peeling blue doors of these old people’s homes remained 
firmly closed. 

Occasionally, we would visit these flats to collect egg boxes. 
The reasons elude me now, possibly something to do with the 
Brownies, but certainly prompted by a childish curiosity to find 
out what lurked behind those blue doors. I used to collect the 
most as I was prepared to kiss the old men who would always 
ask for one in payment for the egg boxes. Their dry rubbery lips 
forged a visceral memory I would never forget. In my innocence, 
I couldn’t see the harm in it. On reflection, those faded poky flats 
had been teeming with single old men. Like the cast-out dregs of 
society, they spent their final years in a two-roomed purgatory. 

Sometimes we would visit an old man called John, who lived 
in a bungalow around the corner. We all knew he was creepy, but 
he had an endless supply of chocolate, so we took our chances. 
He often favoured a reclining position on our visits, either on a 
sun lounger or his sofa, his skimpy shorts never quite containing 
him; watching us intently with a half-smile as we thrust our sweaty 
hands into his overflowing tin of sweets. 

In hindsight, I was lucky. Other than geriatric lips and the 
occasional glimpse of something flaccid, nothing untoward 
happened. Perhaps because I was a garrulous child and clearly 
had a penchant for talking. My friend wasn’t so lucky. Looking 
back, it is easy to see how exposed we were, how vulnerable.

Like most kids on the estate, we were sent outside to play 
in all weather. This suited us fine. The estate was made up of 

several streets and labyrinthine alleyways, and these formed the 
backbone of our adventures, with an endless supply of playmates 
with which to act these out. In the summer holidays it was not 
uncommon to be out the entire day, until bats could be seen 
darting about in the dull-orange gloom of the streetlamps. At this 
time, various maternal summons could be heard up and down 
the street as younger children reluctantly left their game to have 
dinner or their weekly bath. 

For many kids living on the estate, childhood was immense 
fun. We were free to do as we pleased, roam the neighbourhood 
at will and nobody batted an eyelid. Blissfully unaware that at the 
same time other kids were being violated and abused. 

In truth, estates in the early eighties were a hotbed of dirty old 
men preying on disadvantaged kids, way before Jimmy Savile et al 
catapulted the term ‘paedo’ back into our consciousness. I suspect 
many people did have suspicions but as it was happening on the 
fringes of society it wasn’t taken seriously. It never occurred to me 
to tell someone about those old men demanding kisses. We’re 
now aware of other kids who never spoke out at the time about 
the varying degrees of abuse they too had endured. It certainly 
never occurred to my friend. It was two decades before she was 
able to tell us what happened in that dark, overgrown terraced 
house on the opposite side of the road.

I struggle to recall the whereabouts of my parents during 
these formative years. Dad was probably in the garage doing 
his woodcarvings – which everyone thought were dreadful, but 
nobody had the heart to say. He kept the garage door open to the 
street and could often be seen whittling away at his latest creation, 
surrounded by a mass of curlicued wood shavings and a frown of 
concentration on his face. Strains of ELO or Rod Stewart would 
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filter out from a paint-splattered radio which he kept hanging 
from a hook in the garage ceiling. I can still recall the musky 
aroma of sweat infused with Old Spice, every man’s bathroom 
cabinet staple in those days. He was just missing a kitsch ‘Man 
Cave’ sign that all men seem to get these days from one of their 
less imaginative friends or family. Either way, I am certain Dad 
never bothered about what we were up to, so long as it didn’t 
affect him. 

As for Mother, I cannot recall her presence much at all, save 
for mealtimes and the occasional school run. Content to adopt the 
casual parenting norm of the times, she enjoyed pottering in the 
kitchen, despite being a dreadful cook. Occasionally, she could 
be found in the sitting room attacking a vast pile of ironing that 
never seemed to reduce in size. Through a whorl of steam and 
hissing, she would watch films whilst she ironed. The very picture 
of domestic bliss, her coiffured hair and dainty figure reminiscent 
of the classic Hollywood actresses of her black and white movies. 

In a nutshell, we were left to our own devices. The term latch-
key kids had certainly been coined for families like ours. As the 
youngest, my twin and I were able to let ourselves into the house 
from an early age. In all honesty, the front door was rarely locked, 
and this meant a great deal of neighbourhood kids also wandered 
in and out of our house with impunity, often whilst we were in 
the bath. Our eldest sister held the unenviable position of a proxy 
‘Mother’, undoubtedly robbing her of any half-decent childhood 
she may have enjoyed. It is small wonder that she left home at the 
tender age of seventeen. 

In the mornings, we generally walked ourselves to school 
and back; a mob of unruly children, with no adults in sight. The 
exception being the Day-Glo figure positioned by the main road, 

that neatly cut our estate off from the rest of society. She wielded 
her traffic-stopping pole with such authority that we all harboured 
a yearning in our youthful hearts to become lollypop wardens 
when we grew up.

With so many itinerant children and single old men in one 
area, I am staggered that no-one could see the potential dangers 
this presented. Some experts believe the roots of desire for a child 
lie not in sexual orientation but in dysfunctional psychological 
issues to do with power, control, anger, emotional loneliness 
and isolation. A compelling and stark profile of many of the 
old men on our estate. It is not a stretch to imagine how this 
toxic combination could have existed in these men living a life of 
solitude in the cramped flats and small dwellings that surrounded 
our estate. Or how easy it would have been to lure an innocent 
child with something so simple as a sweet, in an era where parents 
had little clue as to where their children were at any given time 
of the day. The doors to all our homes had been left wide open.

I am certain that at some point someone must have talked, 
and that their parents had taken this complaint to the authorities. 
Yet no midnight raids nor sensationalist outrage ever took place. 
Just a very lumpy carpet under which complaints such as these had 
been swept for decades. Rumours had been rife for years about 
John, but we were still free to visit him and other known deviants 
with a regularity that should have raised alarm bells and questions 
asked. The sad fact is my friend was let down. Not just by the 
casual, nay neglectful, parenting of the times, but by the system, 
which was at best largely ignorant, at worst grossly negligent. Blind 
to the abuse of children, like my friend, whose carefree childhood 
had been obliterated forever. 
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Eyes shut and cross-legged I sat waiting.
I felt her coming in the stillness of dusk,

the bowing ferns curling their heads for her 
as she moved along the river bank.

Her name was in the water’s rolling song
as it fell over the cold stones.

I could taste my longing on the air,
it mingled with the smell of her.

She closed the chasm of space between us.
Eel-quick, her arms snaked around me,

wrapping me in a sinewy damp.
Her pointed chin gently rested on my shoulder,

I reached to cup her face –
otter, frog, newt, salmon, woman –

she melted, shifting like tides. 
Tendrils of ebony hair clung

in the wake of her seeking tongue.
I felt her claim my hide 

lapping at my back, breasts and thighs. 
The underside of Salmon Sister’s belly pulsed, 

rapid thundering drummed against me.
Webbed hands pressed my lips apart 

and she slipped a pearl into my mouth,
silky with water-memory.

She fed me the past and future 
and an infinity of presence.

I swirled it around the cavern of my solitude. 
I surrendered everything I knew I was

and everything I thought I never would be.
The trailing reeds and grasses caught me

as I dissolved, and she gathered me back to her.
I am found, for a time, within bright scales

until I flick my tail and disappear.
 

River Lover 

Gabrielle O’Connell
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We have a town legend in Logfawn. Well, less of a legend. 
More of a warning. There’s a woman who patrols the streets. 
Old. Haggard. One eye closed, the other all-seeing. She began 
appearing around the time the First World War started. I met her 
on a cold October night in 1932.

I was on my way home from the doctor’s office. It had been 
a difficult day, a few angry patients and long wait times. I needed 
time to relax. Wind down before it all started again tomorrow. 
That’s why I didn’t head home that night. I was heading to the 
pub. She stood waiting for me. I knew who she was straight away. 
I knew from the moment I saw the white of her eye. 

The warnings are simple. 
‘Excuse me,’ she croaked, touching me gently on the arm. 

She was cold. Disgusting. Her nails were yellow, her skin white. I 
smiled at her. Never flinch.

‘Yes?’ 
Never ignore her.
‘I wondered if you might be able to help me?’ 
Never decline.
‘Might you spare some change?’ 
I had some. Of course, I did. Times were hard but we’d all 

started carrying it around after we heard the stories. I fished out 
of my pocket a few pence and put it into her gnarly claw. She 
thanked me then went on her way. A town legend. A ghost, testing 
the morality of those in Logfawn. Decline her, she rains hell on 
you. An easy answer to the disappearances. 

A man stumbled from the door of the pub. He nodded at 

Excuse Me? T.L. Spencer
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me, shoved his hands in his pockets and began walking in the 
same direction as the woman. I knew him. Jack Howell. I knew 
where he lived, I knew where he worked, I even knew about the 
brother he preferred to keep a secret. I believed him to be a good 
man. I wondered if the old hag would feel the same. I followed 
him, pulling the collar up on my coat. I saw her turn. I saw the 
white of her eye. I continued to walk towards them. I wanted to 
hear. 

‘Excuse me?’ 
Jack looked at her and even though I could only make out his 

silhouette underneath the lamp light, I could tell apprehension 
was dawning. He’d heard the stories. Now she was here. He took 
a moment to answer and I briefly wondered if she would count 
this as ignoring her. 

‘Yes?’ he answered. She touched him. Touched him like 
she’d touched me. I could already see him fishing some change 
from his pocket. I smiled. It was like some sort of haunted tax. 

‘I wondered if you might be able to help me?’ 
I watched as he passed something into her hand and 

continued on his way. The crone seemed satisfied. She skulked 
off, across the road. I continued to follow Jack. I wondered if 
him pre-empting her question was proof that the ghost’s morality 
games were fixed. People knew there would be punishment if 
they declined. He turned into an alley and I couldn’t believe my 
luck. He didn’t usually go this way. I heard as he began to whistle. 
Heard as his piss slapped the ground. I reached him and peered 
around the corner. 

Was Jack Howell a good man? Was I a good woman? 
I paid the hag. I paid the hag to keep living. Not out of the 

goodness of my heart. Howell, he did the same thing. If the old 

hag could see us now. I pulled the scalpel from my jacket pocket, 
the one I had stolen from the doctor’s office. I stood behind 
Howell. So busy with his tunes, he didn’t notice me. 

I reached up. 
I had watched him live his life for a month. Followed him 

home. Watched him through the windows. Seen his wife, children 
and brother he preferred not to talk about. And now tonight, I 
was going to change all that. It was difficult not to screech out as I 
shoved the scalpel into his throat. I turned him around, watched 
as his mouth gaped.

I smiled as he looked at me, life leaving his eyes. 
Pressing a finger to my lips, I pulled out the scalpel and 

stabbed again. He fell, his body shuddering as the blood seeped 
from his throat. His children would grow up fatherless. I had 
changed their entire lives. I laughed. 

Me.
‘Excuse me?’ 
I looked up. Looked right up into her all-seeing eye. She 

flinched.
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Did he ever listen to
the beauty of his name, the falling peal
of its syllables and finishing rise, like the bells
calling from the church 
over the silent ground that wraps him now?
The mosquito drones have stuck and guttered to silence
for a new louder music, the snap of bursting seeds 
and the cat-yawn creak of bark
curling away from the trees
to play its tight fanfare for the next show.
Here comes the performer 
wearing his scorch of scarlet like a waistcoat
dancing quick and cocky on mouse-heart wings
racing the brisk flashes of his zoetrope song.
He feasts on the blackberry verse
written from summer ink by brambled hands
to swell his own sounds
making them rhyme with the broadcast of the bells
deaf to the individual’s private hopes
but calling September in just for them.
If the memory of George Singleton Stroud is listening
this next song is for you
each fold of your name written into it.
 

I didn’t know why it all started, as I wandered through the

  empty

   streets 

on my way home from school.

        You were there but in many  
         different faces 
    and in many different ages.

Every day on the same road at the same time.

 Meow.

Did you HEAR that? It’s me.

I’m a kitty, don’t you see?

After all, it’s the title I assume you’ve given me.

With the way you tut at me and whistle for my attention, it’s 
obvious really.

You say that I’m         dainty and cute.

   purrfect and naughty.

And I scamper away, breathless and scared. I seek the sanctuary 
of my home. But

KittenTo the Memory of George 
Singleton Stroud (d. 1871)

Poppy Bristow

Sophie Terry
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oh,

you don’t care. You follow me there regardless.

S-l-o-w-l-y and t-a-u-n-t-i-n-g-l-y until my heart feels like it’s going 
to burst out of my chest and
 
run                             the opposite way.

I mean, you are safe in your box on wheels while I am out in the 
open,

 alone.

Just like the time when I was near that  
tree where you came up to me when I was 
only fourteen weeks. You were an “adult”, 
and I quote this because I do not see you as one.

What adult would chat up a youngling and

 invite them

 to hang out

 with             youyou??

Not many, for sure.
 
You asked me my name and you must’ve been pleased to think 
that I had given it.

But no,

it was fake.

But now it’s been a few years. I am no longer a kitten who is still 
seen as an object of your desire.
The gap between you and I has shrunk even more.

I am confused. Why am I filled with a weighted dread so

deep

that I cannot search for it?

Can you feel my endless trembles? The way my hands shake at 
every single stare and at every single whisper of a touch.

But please, do not tell. For I cannot bear to speak the names of 
those who cannot keep their unwanted words

Inside their minds.  Contained

I was a coward, I know. But it was just a word, a sentence. Was 
that not enough of a reason for me to withdraw from the world? 
To {protect} me?

Now, I am getting stronger. I want you to know.

We are not yours.
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I was the clamper. It was me who sent 20,000 volts coursing 
through the beasts, firing off every synapse and neuron: burning 
out any trace of consciousness. The whole body would become 
rigid, shuddering flesh. Muscles squeezed bones and cartilage in 
an effort to cling to life. Then cardiac arrest. Then brain death.

Of course, having been pumped full of sedatives from the 
hunting rigs, I took comfort in the knowledge that they didn’t 
feel a thing—at least that was what my foreman had told me. And 
what did it matter to me, anyway? I had been told they were the 
equivalent of bovine, and humanity had already wiped those from 
the face of the earth. They were little more than space cows.

When the rigs entered the bay, the beasts would droop and 
swing from their mechanical captors, and they always looked so 
inelegant. Bulbous whale-like things with dull dark eyes. The 
harpoons would unhook from their puffy grey flesh (the hunters 
said their skin shimmered out in space, but I didn’t believe it) 
and they would thwomp out on the bay like a fish out of water. 
I’d climb up into my exo-rig and grab the cathode rods: one for 
the brain, one for the heart. They’d bore into the flesh with a little 
whizz noise and spurts of dark red blood.

After the soul was zapped out, the body would relax completely 
like it had lost something holding it together. Then I jammed in 
the hook, just above the pectoral fins. The dead sack of meat was 
pulled erect and would dangle ingloriously before shuttling off to 
the cutting rooms.

Power-saws greeted the bodies with spinning mechanical 
smiles and piercing shrills; they seared into the gelatinous flesh, 

The Cutting Machine
Liam Hayes
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stripping the bones. The beasts were deconstructed. Harvested. 
Packed into parcels and flash-jumped to some grease-slicked 
burger joint in the next star-system. My foreman had told me the 
radiation from flash-jumping sterilised the meat so there was no 
need for freezing. 

It was during one of these routine executions when it 
happened. I’m not sure how. Maybe a harpoon mis-fired, and its 
narcotic contents never entered the beast. My body ached in the 
usual places; arms stiff from pulling thick cables about, hips sore 
from working the exo. 

I had processed fifteen of the things eleven hours into my 
shift; a little ahead of target. The sixteenth sat there, a fat-sack of 
nothing, and I was about to connect the electrodes when those 
eyes turned from flat dull circles into something deeper. It was 
like the darkness suddenly had depth, as if I was looking into 
a black ocean with no end. And I was tumbling through this 
darkness—through the depths of space. 

I swam through nebulas and breathed them in. I felt them 
nourish me like milk, felt the warmth of stars on my skin. I 
saw another, swimming through the darkness towards me, skin 
shimmering with the reflected light of a white star. We nuzzled. 
We peered into each other’s eyes. We wrapped ourselves around 
each other in an elegant knot. I felt waves of pleasure - then sharp 
pains wracked my body. 

Giant needles pushed into me. I was torn from the water by a 
giant metal hand. I saw the station from the outside, its spherical 
top with a needle-like bottom, hovering near a belt of swirling 
asteroids. (I had not seen it like this since I was assigned to work 
for Galvan Industries, since I was cramped aboard a rickety 
transport shuttle.)

And I was taken into the bays. I saw my own face as if I were 
looking in a mirror. My eyes were deep in their sullen sockets; I 
was a withered pale thing in stained white overalls, surrounded by 
a yellow metal skeleton—and I did not know who I was. 

Then I was back inside my own head, falling. The exo landed 
with a resounding clunk. I stared up at the bay’s metallic ceiling 
and wept. The kind of weeping in which great heaving sobs are 
drawn from your body. I cried for what we had done to these 
creatures. For what I had done. I had put so many through the 
cutting machine. I had eaten their flesh. These creatures that 
could understand and tell from a glance; we had murdered them, 
torn them from their kind and turned them into oily discs of meat.

An alarm wailed and kept wailing, it cut deep into my head. 
I had fallen behind schedule and a security team came in and 
picked me out of the crumpled rig. As they dragged me away, 
I saw the beast writhe, and I watched as one of the guards fired 
a beam straight into its eye, burning out the socket, bursting the 
pool of endless water into a gelatinous slurry.

I don’t know how long I sat in the waiting room to the 
foreman’s office. I thought about the conversation with the 
creature. The telepathic bond of images and emotions. I 
remember the saws screaming from the bays below. I remember 
the clank of chugging machinery, the hollers and shouts of other 
operators, of work-boots on metal, the muted soulless music that 
played throughout the bays to keep each worker awake and in 
rhythm with the conveyers.

I stared at the door:
Earl. P. Vanderson
Duty Foreman.
Bays 12-31
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Until then, I had never known the name of my foreman. It never 
occurred to me that he had one, and I did not have the time to 
ask.

He took me into his office. He was a small man with large 
hands and a neat goatee. I sat down in the plastic chair opposite 
his desk, and he stared at me in silence for a while, his radio 
fizzled with indecipherable voices. 

Then he explained how my actions had let down Galvan 
Industries. How I had wasted a great deal of time and that had 
cost the company a great deal of credit. He used words like we 
and us, as if he were speaking for some invisible group of beings 
behind him. I nodded to everything.

My wage was to be suspended pending reprimands. I was 
given one month’s waste duty (bowel duty, as it was known). Bowel 
duty kept everyone in line. It made everyone function in the same 
way that fear of hell kept primitive humans from infidelity and sin. 
There were rumours of people being assigned and never coming 
back, lost in the pipes and tunnels that ran like intestines through 
the lower sections of the station.

Most of my time was spent crawling through small tubes and 
breaking up deposits of crystalized fat the sweeper bots could not. 
Those passages were crusted red and smelled like rot. That stink 
would not leave me even after several showers; it was the kind of 
smell that permeates every fibre of your being, makes it seem like 
there is no other smell in the universe, never has been and never 
will. When my shift was over, I would exit those endless duodenal 
passageways covered in thick red crust. I lost three pounds in that 
first week. Six in the second.

Two and a half weeks in, I was picking at a stubborn fat 
deposit—this one had several bones lodged in its sickly yellow 

depths—and I heard a rushing sound. The air pressure in the tube 
suddenly increased. I felt sweat trickle down my arms.

A wave of sinew, fat and blood flung round the bend ahead 
from the cutting bays above—some operator somewhere had 
forgotten I was on duty. I was pushed down the tube, blood in my 
mouth and eyes, hurtling on a surf of viscera. My headlight was 
knocked off. I tumbled and hit a hard metal surface. A waterfall 
of innards, like the stomach purge of an overfed dog, poured onto 
me from the mouth of the pipe from which I had fallen. I choked 
and coughed up blood that wasn’t my own. 

I couldn’t see my light. I sat there, for a moment, in the red 
darkness of that chamber deep in the bowels of the station, and 
I cried.

I couldn’t climb back up and into the pipe; the walls were 
slick in guts. I scrambled around, sloshing in a pit of blood and 
bones. At the far end of the chamber was a body. He was dressed 
in the same plastic garb as me, albeit his was crusted over like an 
ancient scab. There were scratches in the walls behind him.

Every now and then another dark red gush shot into the 
chamber. I could no longer imagine a time when it didn’t smell 
like death. Time passed. Eventually, exhaustion took me. 

I woke up shivering. The dark red swamp was only an inch 
deep when I had entered, and now it was up to my knees, and 
black crusts had formed around me. I tried to remember the 
feeling of stars on my skin.

I didn’t know how much time had passed. After a while 
the dark red started to swirl into shapes and patterns. Nebulas 
emerged. Swirling, shimmering golds and whites and blues, 
billowing clouds of dust dancing with the starlight.

I sat next to 242467—that was what his uniform said under the 
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flaky film. He told me how long he had been down here in the 
dark. He spoke about his children who were waiting for him on 
earth, how his contract was nearly over, and he could soon return 
to their smiles and hugs. I told him about my mate, swimming 
among the stars (was it my mate?). I told him how I was ready to 
get out of this place and see sparkling skin again. 

My stomach growls eventually turned into sharp pains—
despite the filth I needed to eat. I tried to put it off for as long as 
I could, but my head was pounding.

242467 was nowhere to be seen so I knew he couldn’t judge 
me. I picked up a strange organ. It was shrivelled and grey and 
had tiny holes poked into its sides—it reminded me of a beehive. I 
ate it. Forced its gelatinous mushy mass down my throat. 

I leaned back and let myself float on the swamp. The surface 
had a strange foam on it, but I didn’t mind. I closed my eyes and 
felt the darkness hold me as if it were a warm ocean. Time ceased 
to matter.

Then there was a clunk. I was swirling, being pulled down 
and then the ocean was gone. The floor of the chamber was now 
a scabbed grating. Sweeper bots came hurtling out of slats in the 
walls. They swept up the bones and the bits of gore like hungry 
children. One tried to take 242467’s shoe but I kicked it.

When they had finished their feast, they shot back into the 
little gaps at the bottoms of the walls. I lodged myself in the slot 
just before one of the bots shuttled away. It was a small passage, 
but I managed to squeeze into it, helped by my scab-slicked skin. 
The bot kept ramming into me from behind as if it was trying to 
help.

I clambered my way through a dark cramped space, pulling 
myself along the pipes and wires. The station groaned in echoing 

creaks. I could hear the saws. The shrieks grew louder and louder 
until I saw light, through the bars of a grated vent cover. They 
pulled me out. They looked at me like I was an animal.

A man in plastic garb washed me with a hose. I didn’t need to 
be washed; I was already clean. I was covered in the light of stars. 
Couldn’t they see my skin shimmering?

I saw the words ‘Earl. P. Vanderson’ again. He looked at me 
with wide eyes, said I had been lost for several weeks. He said a 
psych nurse was coming and then I could start my work again. I 
laughed. (He wanted me to cut up my own kind.)

I got up and walked over to his desk. There was a picture of 
his children in a metal frame. I took the box cutter from his desk 
and I opened him up and I showed him the nebulas inside of 
his body. I painted his office in vibrant golds and crystal blues. I 
bathed in starlight.

I walked down the overhang above the cutting bays. All the 
workers stopped and stared; they were in awe of my shimmering 
skin. I walked over to an intake port and I opened the air lock. I 
was sucked out, spiralling into the darkness. 

And now I float in the ocean. A thrumming reverberation fills 
me with warmth. It’s them. I see the large one with three small 
shapes coursing behind: they are my children. 

Their skin shimmers with the light of the nearby star. It would 
never sparkle like that in the grey-light of the station. They look so 
elegant, like droplets of golden water. I watch them, and I weep. 
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People waiting interminably. 
Commuters streaming on to a 

crowded platform. 
Weary figures with 

corpse-pale faces.  In the 
silence of the cold dank fog 

these many people. 
Quiet, patient, defiant.  

Watching the track.  
Waiting…Listening …

The announcements cease.

My memories are slowly disappearing
One
At
A

Time.
Only the bad ones first,
The ones about death

And worry
And love

And…
And…

[ERROR]
[10% COMPLETE]

[RECALCULATING…]
They’re gone.

I feel nothing as they’re
Wiped from my mind.

But now the virus has spread
Is eating more of me than I

Allow it to.
My walls cannot hold it

As it grows in size…
[ERROR]

[25% COMPLETE]
[RECALCULATING…]

I feel half empty or
Is it half full?

I don’t know…
Cannot remember.

Leaves on the Line Baku

Sarah Standage

H
olly Sparks
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I am weightless,
A balloon,

A kite with no string.
But the good memories,

The ones in which I
Fly,

Are popping…
[ERROR]

[50% COMPLETE]
[RECALCULATING…]
Something is eating away

At my insides,
My wires.

My programme.
‘Is someone there?’ I ask.

Empty holes greet me
Gnawed cables

Waving.
I am Pacman

And I cannot escape.
How many lives do I have left?

[ERROR]
[60% COMPLETE]

[RECALCULATING…]
No mEmoRy foUnd…

[LOOKING FOR BACKUP]
No bAckup mEmOry found…

[RECALCULATING…]
I feel hollow.

Empty.
My mInd gONe.

Mythoughtsswallowedas

I…
[ERROR]

[85% COMPLETE]
[RECALCULATING…]

As i…
[ERROR]

As i…
[ERROR]
As I speak.

I am no one.
I am nOthing
But an eMptY

mInd.
A gHost livinG

In a second Skin,
moVinG to
knowheRE

and
NoonE

[ERROR]
[90% COMPLETE]

[RECALCULATING…]
I cannot

rememBeR
[100% COMPLETED]

[VIRUS IMPLEMENTED]
-
-
-
…
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Where do I start? I can’t start at the beginning, that’s too long 
ago… But I have to start somewhere. What was the beginning of 
everything? Someone, somewhere, had to start. What was the first 
word ever spoken? What language was that in? Does that language 
even exist anymore? Probably not… Maybe I could learn it? Yes, 
that’s something I should do. I think I’d be good at languages. I 
know some Spanish, and a bit of German. I even know a little 
bit of Latin. Latin would be really useful for exorcisms though, 
wouldn’t it? Oh, maybe I should become an exorcist? I’m sure 
there are demons hiding among us. There’s one in my bedroom.

His name is George.
Maybe that’s where I should start – with meeting George? 

I’m still not sure where he came from. One day, he was just there.
The thing is, I don’t really like talking to strangers. Freaks me 

out. What do you even say to someone you don’t know? ‘Well, 
hello there, nice weather we’re having?’ They’d think I was insane! 
Well, they’d be right, but that’s beside the point.

The point is this: I am losing my mind. Wait, that’s basically 
what I just said wasn’t the point. I mean, that just proves it though, 
doesn’t it? I am going mental. It started with George. Or maybe 
George just turned up when it started? I can’t tell the difference.

George has been following me since I was 12. Another thing 
that’s been happening since I was 12 is that I see things that aren’t 
necessarily there. I think. I can’t tell the difference.

My mum keeps saying that George isn’t there, but I know he 
is. He’s been there for ages. He’s always there. He’s there right 
now, crocheting a pair of bright pink horn-warmers.

Mostly he stays in my room.  Like me, he’s not too good with 
people. Well, except me.
 He’s really good with me. He keeps me company when 
all I want to do is disappear.

George says he can take me away. At first, I thought he meant 
I should kill myself. He’s a demon, that’s probably part of his job 
description, getting people to kill themselves. But lately, I think 
he’s trying to help me. I am losing my mind and George is the 
only one who makes me feel like I’m not.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m not losing my mind. Maybe it’s 
a conspiracy theory. No, that’s crazy. Conspiracy theories are for 
crazy people, and I’m not crazy – not yet.

Being properly crazy might be fun, though. Not having to 
worry about what’s real or what’s not. Which is real and which is 
fake: the massive rainbow slinky bouncing down the road outside, 
the microwave with legs doing a samba in the kitchen, or the 
miniature T-Rex with fairy wings fluttering around my head.

The answer is simple, really. They’re all real. George said so.

Vortex of Insanity
Anne Oftedahl



65 VORTEX 2020 66VORTEX 2020

Yes. Yes, I saw it myself.
It happened after noon, I can say that much, but
I can’t give you anything precise. My sextant
was still on the boat and I never carry
watches. In my experience
they take the craft out of it. We’re raising
a generation that doesn’t appreciate angles.
It was after the cross country run – walloping long thing
it was too – you can’t blame him there at the back
for going all red and braying like that.
Thought he was going to have an attack of something.
Nothing on his bones but a PE kit and a glaze of adolescence.
It’s a miracle he can stand without shattering
let alone go like a Scalextric car round a field
with those swooping sine-wave hills on it. Must have upset him
because then came the long jump.
It was as you’d expect, boys playing
at corks springing off into the air, footprints
reaching deeper into the grey sand every time
and him at the end of the queue.
I think, from the set of his small teenage chin
and the point of his elbows
he already knew.
On his turn, the leap was so slick
that even I couldn’t tell when he broke the seal
that pinned him to the ground. I should have known then
he was up to something, but it was only at his natural peak

that he stuck out his thin arms and started to flap
eddying off on a convection current.
The crowd of gawking parents
became an orchestra breathing in. 
Stop him! someone shouted, and another cried
Twyla, darling, turn your eyes away.
You might get ideas.
By the time the teacher was fog-horning
Get Down From There
he had already made it to the sycamore overlooking the 
refectory
and anchored his ankle to it with the string of his yo-yo.
They’re retrieving him tomorrow.
In the meantime you can visit.
He doesn’t mind the photographs.
He just bobs, peaceful
as a lanky balloon
twenty-six metres
and a world away from us.

Poppy Bristow

Sports Day
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Crouching in the darkness, I press my forehead against my fists 
and try to hold my breath. Sweat trickles down my skin. I pull the 
back of my hand across my upper lip before it reaches my mouth. 
Even hidden here, there’s no respite from the heat. 

Wriggling, I reach a hand beneath my cropped top and adjust 
the knife strapped to my chest. Keeping my fingers wrapped 
around its handle, I bend my head so that my eye is pressed up to 
a crack in the wood. Staring out into the kitchen, I can just make 
out a house plant and water flask sitting on the counter. Keeping 
my eyes trained on them, I wait. 

The footsteps that forced me to hide seem to have faded now. 
I picture my sisters’ faces when I return home empty handed yet 
again. If I make it home. I should have just grabbed that flask and 
made a run for it instead of hiding here like a coward.

Shifting my weight, I try to ease the strain on my blistering 
feet. I watch through the crack as the footsteps grow louder again, 
then someone enters the room. I can’t see past their shoulders, 
but they’re small and skinny. Their legs are spindly and one of 
their knees is wrapped in a thick bandage. 

They walk over to the plant and pick up the flask beside it. 
I bite my tongue and hold myself as still as I can, praying that 
whoever it is won’t notice me. My mouth is dry, my throat tight, 
and I watch as they unscrew the flask’s lid and tip its contents into 
the plant pot. 

I spring from the cupboard drawing my knife and point it at 
the person’s throat. ‘You’re committing a water crime,’ I spit.

The criminal is only a girl. She squeals and backs away from 

The Water Thief
Elizabeth Stoddart
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me, her eyes fixed on my blade. ‘You don’t look like a Law 
Officer,’ she says.

‘I’m not. But I’ll happily take you to one so you can explain 
to them why you’re wasting water.’

‘I’m not wasting it.’ The girl’s face crumbles and she slides to 
the ground, sobbing. 

Sighing, I put my knife away and crouch beside her.
She’s short and slight. Her head is shaven, spikes of blonde 

hair just growing through. She can’t be more than eleven or twelve 
years old.

‘What’re you doing here?’ I ask.
The girl glances up at me, then fixes her eyes on her hands 

and starts picking at her nails. ‘I live here.’
‘With who?’
‘With no one. My family’s gone.’
I raise my eyebrows. ‘This was your house?’
Wiping her nose on her sleeve, the girl shrugs. 
‘Why weren’t you evacuated?’
‘I didn’t want to go. I wanted to wait for my parents to come 

back.’
‘Where did they go?’
The girl turns her face away. I wipe the sweat from my 

forehead and move so I’m sat cross-legged on the floor. 
‘Alright, kid. Have you got a name?’
‘Amrah.’
‘Reese.’ I hold out my hand.
Amrah studies my face with almost black eyes. She takes hold 

of my hand and shakes it. Then she stands up and pulls me with 
her. I watch as she takes hold of one of the plant’s leaves and 
rubs it between her fingers. Its pot is painted with blues, whites 

and yellows. The yellow stretches across its base, the blue leaking 
into it.

‘What’s that on the pot?’ I ask her.
Amrah runs her fingertip along the painting. ‘It’s a beach. 

Mother used to tell me that the sea was nothing but plastic and 
litter. That the shores were slick with oil and that all the fish had 
died. Then she did this.’

‘It’s beautiful.’
‘She said it’s what the beaches were like when she was growing 

up.’ Amrah looks at me. ‘If you’re annoyed about the water, I 
know where we can get more.’ A wide grin spreads across her 
face.

‘Go on then,’ I laugh, ‘I’m all ears.’
‘I have to show you.’ She turns and slips out into the hallway.
I follow her and see that she’s bent down by the staircase 

cupboard, opening the door with a key hanging from a chain 
around her neck. Once it’s open, she ducks through the door 
and heads down a set of steps. I glance over my shoulder before 
following.

Keeping my hands on the walls either side of me as I descend, 
I try not to trip in the darkness. Once I reach the bottom, it takes 
a moment for my eyes to adjust. The only thing I can make out is 
Amrah darting around in the shadows.

I sit on the lowest step and stretch out my arms, welcoming 
the wave of coolness the basement provides. There’s the strike of 
a match and then the room comes into focus. Amrah is knelt on 
the ground a few feet away from me, lighting candles.

‘How the hell…’ I begin, staring at the contents of the room.
‘If you don’t tell the Law about my plant, then I’ll let you 

share.’
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‘Shit, kid.’ I shake my head then bury my face in my hands, 
laughing. 

‘Are you okay?’
I stand up and walk around the room. Almost every 

available space is crammed with massive water tanks and bottles.  
The liquid glimmers in the orange glow of candlelight and my 
laughter becomes hysteric, tears rolling down my face. 

Amrah stands up and backs away, her eyes wide. ‘Please tell 
me you’re not insane.’

I rake my hands through my hair and shake my head again. 
‘How do you have all this?’

Amrah bites her nails. ‘My parents started storing them 
before I was born.’

‘Your parents are wise people, kid.’
She sniffs. ‘Yeah.’
‘And the Law didn’t find all this? I mean seriously, Amrah, 

this is an expensive crime. It would penalise you well over a 
hundred points and well, that means…’

‘I know what that means,’ she snaps.
‘Okay, okay.’ I pause and watch the candlelight dance across 

the flooring and walls. ‘Don’t you think you should keep the plant 
down here, so no one catches you?’

‘It needs the light,’ Amrah says. ‘Besides, no one comes 
round here anymore anyway. Except you.’ She looks me up and 
down then turns, picks up a flask and fills it from a half-full tank. 
‘Take this. Then you can come back to get more whenever you 
need, so long as you don’t tell anyone about me, or where you 
got it.’

‘Cheers.’
Amrah hands me the bottle and taking my cue, I head back 

up the stairs. 
I walk down the hallway, letting my eyes flit past the picture 

frames hanging on the walls – their photos bleached out by the 
sun. The door is leant up against its frame and I move it aside as 
gently as I can. A stream of sunlight invades the hall and turns the 
lingering dust and sand to glitter.

Before leaving, I look back at the girl. Her cheeks are hollow, 
and I can see every one of her ribs beneath her shirt. 

‘Amrah, where do you get your food?’
She shrugs. ‘Here and there.’
I raise the flask, smiling. ‘Thanks, kid.’
Then I step out into the heat and Amrah moves the door 

back into place as I set off down the broken road. On either side 
of me there are half sunken houses bowing under the weight of 
the sand. 

The buildings look like they’ve melted. They’re shrinking in 
on themselves, cowering away from the sun. Many of the windows 
have long since been forced through by sand storms or other 
Food Hunters.

I smile at the thought of my sisters’ reactions when I tell them 
about Amrah. Taking a long gulp from the flask, I speed up, 
wanting to get home to share the water before it loses its chill.

***
‘Please let us come with you, Reese.’

‘Yeah, please, please! We want to see the water room!’
I kneel down beside my sisters and wrap my arms around 

them both. ‘I don’t think so guys, it’s a long way and you’ll get 
tired. I’ll bring water back for you though, I promise.’

Their faces fall and Sam pushes her way out of my embrace, 
stomping over to the bed. 
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‘Come on Sam, you need to look after your little sister for me 
while I’m gone.’

‘I’m sick of looking after Posy all the time, she’s boring.’
I close my eyes and wish for patience. ‘Look, maybe soon 

you’ll be able to meet Amrah. Wouldn’t you like to have a friend 
your age to play with?’

Sam rolls her eyes and nods.
‘Okay, well I promise that at some point that can happen, but 

you just have to be patient and do as I say until then.’
‘Fine,’ Sam grunts and walks back over to Posy, taking her 

sister’s hand. 
I ruffle Posy’s hair, sling my rucksack over my shoulders, 

then turn to leave. 
‘Be good,’ I call over my shoulder as I clamber from the 

window and make my way down the drain pipe.
Landing on the ground with a light thud, I straighten myself 

up then wave at my sisters as they hang out of the window. I want 
to yell at them to get back inside but that’ll draw more attention 
than it’s worth. I glance around, then set off, keeping to the edges 
of the buildings in an attempt to hide within their shadows. 

The sun is only just beginning to rise, but I can already hear 
the muffled cries of a baby and the howls of a stray dog. I’ve 
never seen anyone else in our block – but we’ve heard them. 
The constant whispering seeps its way beneath the walls and the 
arguments stir the girls in their sleep. 

Soon I’m leaving the shelter of the buildings behind and 
stepping out into the open. The sand creeps inside my boots and 
rubs against my blisters as I walk. I follow the hollow bank of the 
dried river. A slight breeze cuts across the bare desert and plays 
with the lose strands of hair that hang around my face. 

‘Stop!’
I freeze and raise my hands, resting them on the nape of my 

neck.
‘Turn around.’
Pivoting on the spot, I squint in the sunlight, trying to see 

who’s speaking to me. A young man steps forward. He wears a 
black shirt, shorts and cap, with shined boots on his feet. 

‘Law Officer Hadley, 65731.’ The Officer holds out his ID. 
‘Do you mind if I check your bag, Miss?’ 

I nod and take off my rucksack, holding it out to him. 
He unzips it and frowns.
‘This bag is empty, Miss.’
‘I’m my family’s Food Hunter,’ I explain. ‘It’s just a bounty 

bag.’
The Officer hands the bag back. ‘Don’t go anywhere you 

shouldn’t be,’ he says, before turning and walking back down the 
river.

Exhaling shakily, I do up the zip and shift the rucksack onto 
my back again. 

When I get to Amrah’s house, the door is already moved to 
the side. I step into the entrance hall and bask for a moment in 
the shade. The stairs have crumbled in on themselves and the 
wooden flooring has become home to a multitude of creatures 
that I can’t bear to think about. Doubtless, they are similar to the 
insects that live in my bed, clothes and hair. 

‘Amrah?’ I call out as I make my way along the hallway. 
‘Where are you, kid?’

Her shaven head pops out from behind the basement door, 
her eyes wide. My stomach plunges and I rush toward her.

‘What’s wrong, what is it?’ 
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‘They’re coming.’ She’s dragging one of the water tanks up 
the stairs. 

I grab hold of it and help her to haul it up. ‘What do you 
mean? Who’s coming?’

‘The Law. They’re going to take everything away - they’re 
going to catch me.’

I think about the Officer who stopped me on my way over as 
I help Amrah move the tank into the hallway. Placing a hand on 
each of her shoulders, I shake her slightly. ‘What’s making you 
say this? How can you possibly know that?’

‘I just do!’ She wriggles out of my grasp and runs down to the 
basement. 

I race after her and grab her as she begins to pull another tank 
up the steps. ‘Amrah, stop this.’

‘Please,’ she whispers. ‘Please just help me.’
Despite struggling to see her face in the darkness, the crack in 

her voice tells me that this is important. ‘Okay,’ I say, letting her 
go. ‘But let me take that up, it’s too heavy for you.’

Amrah goes ahead whilst I drag the tank up the steps. 
‘Where do you want it?’ I ask.
‘Just put it outside,’ she replies, walking into the open.
Frowning, I do as she says, lifting the water and wrestling it 

towards the door. Once outside, I let it drop into the sand and 
lean against it. 

‘Hands where I can see them!’
My heart stops and I raise my hands to my neck again, turning 

around to see Officer Hadley stood with a gun pointed at my 
head. 

‘Care to explain what’s going on here?’
‘Amrah?’ I stare at her as she walks over to stand beside the Officer.

She smirks at me. ‘That’s her, the Water Thief.’
‘Well done, Amrah.’ The Officer pats her head.
‘Thanks, Dad.’
My stomach sinks. Dad. How could I have been so stupid? 
Amrah draws a small pistol from within the bandage around 

her knee. She glances at Officer Hadley who nods. I close my 
eyes and picture my sisters as Amrah raises the gun.
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He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. 
The way he presented the task 

as if he had every right to say how we would  
perceive this. A non-believer can’t say what 

blasphemy is or not. But just as he 
made assumptions about us, now I am making 

assumptions about him. 
For all I know, 

he might be good friends with Jesus. 
He might even have seen Him light a cigarette.

Wind never stopped back home.
Even on the days – most days – 
when the newsagent only stood and smiled
in her fort of blown-in papers and pick ‘n’ mix
outside it was always going on 
against the cliffs, the way tarmac bruises a child’s knee
eroding our clay down to bone 
shrieking like the weeks never did.
See the kestrel making a weathervane of itself
on a clear pole of physics
and notice, through its eyes unfolding like maps
the rock below, every stitch on every jumper’s
chainmail, but the wind still gets in
even as you clutch to its back, ride above 
the hill’s rumpled brown-bracken pelt
and watch the weathering.

Jesus with a CigaretteWeathering

Inghild Lea

Poppy Bristow
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The glare beats down in orange sunbursts
red hot life spots lap them up
like little puppies amorphous 

Earth ś sweet biochildren 
the forests are Gaia’s cradle

the deserts are her wrath
but the sun drifts on different tides

hears not her command

Now nature fries and forgets its childhood
the gangster grows up tough
the rebel realised they lost

hypocritical hippies drive to their jobs
catalytic pindrops 

silent seconds
a storm of stars and violence

magnetic rage pulls out the corona
fires gouts up into the abyss

The death cloud is drifting
seven minutes tick by 
borrowed time bliss

but now it’s happening
we fry on the plains

boil in the seas
radiation is coming 

ultraviolet death rays
strobe intensity flashes

the clouds have no tears to weep
and the slaver’s whip lash cracks 

as our motheŕ s chains are revealed
and we see the leash tighten

choking and strangling as life gasps its last
parched and pleading for a quick death

at the hands not of harsh but fair mother
but the uncaring mass away in the void

life giver
slave maker 

nuclear tyrant sun

Our enduring sense of Bastian conjures up a true individual – an 
independent spirit and a genuinely enquiring mind. Bastian was 
an original thinker, and we don’t say that lightly. In teaching on 
a programme with its focus in creative arts, we are surrounded 
by those with creative and original minds; but Bastian made 
an impact. He would always come at an idea ‘from the side’ – 
expressing possibilities that were different but viable, very often 
suggesting approaches we might not have thought of. 

He was an asset – a gem – in discussion and group work. His 
contributions were articulate, fluent and outwardly confident. He 
seemed never afraid to offer ideas, and when he talked, he talked 
with passion, but this was also always supported by a deeper 
awareness of the subject. His comments were often thought-
provoking – a student who brought a fresh dimension to any 
debate, and who could be philosophical as well as inventive.

Bastian’s was a vibrant imagination, and he could be equally 
articulate in writing – both with essays and creative work. Bastian 
was not afraid to be different and he took creative risks – essential 
for creative success.

He will be a loss to us at the university, but his love of writing and 
his zest for ideas have produced original works that are concrete, 
printed collections that reflect who he was, and what he had to 
say. The stories, poems and essays Bastian has written are all a 
tribute to – and celebration of – a student who had a clear voice, 
style and intention: something to which all poets, authors, and 
philosophers aspire. We hope he would be proud of that.

- The Universit y of Winchest er  
  Creat ive Writ ing Staff Team

Tyrant Sun In memoriam Bastian Gregory

Bastian Gregory
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‘Artists should observe the energy of society as if  
from a still point at the centre of a whirling vortex.’ 

– Wyndham Lewis, founder of Blast magazine 

‘The vortex is the point of maximum energy… a radiant node  
or cluster from which, through which, and into which,  

ideas are constantly rushing.’  
– Ezra Pound, imagist poet and co-founder of the  

avant-garde movement, Vorticism.


