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EDITORIAL
I have had the luxury of getting to know each
writer in this magazine - having taught them from
September 2020 to May 2021. After deciding on a
magazine name which reflected the array of work
they wanted to produce, they now comedcically
refer to themselves as Elephants. This is a mixed
group of adult learners each holding, courage to
try, wisdom to share and strength to overcome. It
has been an honour to get to know them as
individuals. I consistently feel inspired by their
kindness to each other and work ethic over a
difficult period of learning.
Each writer worked so hard throughout two
creative writing courses at North Herts that it
seemed fitting to recognise this in some way. When
the group collectively decided to produce a
magazine to raise funds for a local charity I was
delighted. What you have here barely scratches the
surface of work that was produced.
Several learners wanted to write reflections on
their learning and engagement with this project
which you can read at the start. (I didn’t pay them
to say kind things about me – honest!) Thereafter
you will read an abundance of poetry that is
humorous, thought-provoking, self-reflective,
poignant and entertaining. We have short extracts
from four novels in progress and a short story about
bullying. There are two writers of creative nonfiction and several life poems. We also have
amusing book titles on pages 56-57 collated over a
few days of battle in google classrooms – don’t ask
who won! We hope you enjoy the work and it
inspires you to re-gain your love of learning.
Kelly
Trigger warnings: this is a magazine produced by
adults for adults and contains strong language from
page one onwards, adult themes – bereavement,
child loss, sexual violence, bullying, mental health
issues, parenting, covid, dementia and meateating. Each piece of work was born from
individual, personal experiences and would like to
be read as respectful and sensitive to difficult
subject matter, even where humour is applied!
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EDITORIAL REFLECTIONS
TINA COOPER
I didn’t want to join a creative writing course.
Joining a group of new people was way down my list of things to do, past cutting my
toenails and filling the dishwasher. New people scare me, new things scare me so I
would just nod in a ‘yes, why not?’ manner whenever my friend, Martha, suggested
it.

BOB BOOTMAN
Confidence and self-belief are great attributes to have in life.
Before starting the Creative Writing Course at NHC in Stevenage, I was sadly
lacking both, in abundance, with regards to my writing.
I don’t think I was the only one in our small class, but, with the help of Kelly,
our amazing tutor, we have all progressed phenomenally, to the point where
we are thinking of starting our own mutual appreciation society.
The encouragement and kind comments I have personally received from Kelly,
and the class, have given me the confidence to try different things with my
poetry and the self-belief that I might actually be good at this shit!
Having been put down, early in my teens, by a pompous, battle-axe of an
English teacher, for daring to write two short poems with a touch of humour in
them, instead of some flowery bollocks that would want to make you throw
up, has deeply affected me (no-shit sherlock!)

But then, long after Martha had moved away and soon after I thought I was safe, she
sent me the link to a creative writing course just up the road from me. Martha isn’t
just up the road from me, had she gone searching the www for me? Dagnabbit! Now
what was I to do? I had the link, I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t have the time to
Google as there it was, bold as the boldest of brass, just sitting there waiting.
Out of nowhere came the courage of a thousand lions, one toddler about to cross a
main road and seven lemmings. I only went and clicked the link! To be honest it
wasn’t courage, it was fear. What would I tell Martha? I had long run out of excuses.
Just like the marriage and the children before it, the creative writing course is one
of the best things I've never wanted to do but done anyway.
So, what is the moral of this tale?
Get yourself a Martha? Yes, that’s a good idea. Say yes when you want to say no? Hell
no! Say no, no is good, no is freedom. Say yes when you want to say yes but are
scared to say yes? Yeah, that’ll do, something like that.
Despite feeling as though I would keel over at any moment I went to college and,
because we were told to, I introduced myself.
“Hello, my name is Tina and I am addicted to Bournville chocolate”
It turns out new people are nice and encouraging and funny as funny things.

Apart from birthday cards and occasional scribbles, I’ve produced very little
work in the last forty years for fear of the embarrassment of it not being good
enough.

We have learnt so much which is nothing short of a miracle considering the amount
of laughing we’ve done. Weeks of giggling and writing and feedback and more
giggling. This course has been so good for my grey matter and even better for my
soul.

Up until now....

Thank you Kelly and the Elephants xx

This is reflected in the poem ‘Metaphoric Rise’ later in the magazine.
Now, every time an idea pops into my head, I jot it down, and write a piece
around it.
There are several of my poems included here, and, if you like any of them,
you can see more if you follow me on twitter @bobbyslobby
In the words of Chumbawumba:‘I get knocked down, but I get up again, you are never gonna keep me down.’
4
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POETRY

REFLECTION

NICOLA WARNER
I can’t do this.

READING
BOB BOOTMAN

Something I have repeated to myself
daily. Writing is something I have
always wanted to do, but self-doubt
has forever held a tight grip.
These Creative Writing Courses have
allowed my confidence to take charge
and push myself into situations I would
have normally avoided – like going to
college during a pandemic.
Admittedly, I came close to talking
myself out of going, but I am
extremely glad I didn’t listen to that
voice of doubt.

I love reading
What am I trying to say?
Do I like exciting novels?
Or the town off the M4 motorway?

With this course I have not only
learned helpful writing techniques ,
but I have also
met some rather extraordinary
people, who each possess the
powerful ability to create truly
inspirational pieces.

Am I enthralled by Frederick Forsyth?
Excited by Dan Brown?
Is it the beer, the bulbs, and biscuits?
That come from Reading town?

Our tutor, Kelly, has been an amazing
support throughout this journey and
has encouraged every one of us in our
little group to step outside our
comfort zones and really push
ourselves. She had faith in us all from
day one and inspired us to believe in
ourselves. With Kelly’s positive
motivation, my writing improved with
each passing week, and I will be
forever grateful for her guidance.

Is it reading that’s my favourite?
Or Reading I adore?
Is it Reading that I truly love?
Or reading I like more?

Am I happiest at the festival?
Watching a favourite band
Or buried in a good book
That I can’t quite understand?
Now I’m sitting in a café
Nestled by the Thames
Sipping on my coffee
With one of Dicken’s gems
The English language is confusing
Is what I was trying to show
I love reading in Reading
That’s all you need to know

I feel more confident within myself to
trust what I write. I am no longer
afraid to put my ideas to paper, string
together a few sentences and turn it
into something that
could be displayed proudly in a future
window of Waterstones.
I can do this.
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MEMOIR

THE THINGS I’LL DO
FOR A
SMARTIE
“As for the Anxiety Club parents, we too would

go off and chat, play games and eat biscuits and
we would try to find ways to help our kids. We
wore name badges and we worked in pairs. It
wasn’t at all embarrassing.

TINA COOPER

It was so embarrassing.”
The Eldest was having panic attacks, separation anxiety
apparently. Perfectly understandable in a child who is leaving
their safety net and going off to nursery or school for the first
time but hugely misunderstood in an older child. One doctor
prescribed Gaviscon as he thought my six year old had
indigestion. My six year old did not have indigestion, the
gagging was nothing but pure panic.
We think separation anxiety only worries our very young,
our babies and toddlers but never our bigger kids but it can
creep up on anyone, the young, the old and those in between.
I had the best job in the world, I was a postie I'll have you
know, but I left so that I could take him to and from school and
be ready at a moment's notice for assemblies, plays, walks to
church and the like. Despite this he was convinced that I would
drop him off at school and never go back.
I'd never even been so much as a second late to pick him up
from school but if the bell went and he couldn't immediately
see my cheesy grin he would start to gag and cry and lose it.
The speed with which he could go from calm to horrified was
quite remarkable, there wasn’t much build up, at least not to
the layperson. A pro like myself could spot his concern a mile
off and sometimes, but not all times, nip a good hearty panic in
the bud.
Now, I had spoken to every single person under the sun
about this and how to help him. I'd read everything I could find
regarding children and anxiety. We tried everything we could
possibly think of but to no avail. The doctor thought that maybe
a move to middle school would do him the power of good, a bit
of independence, a feeling of not needing me so much, he said
to hold fire on the therapy that I had been pondering upon at
the time.
I held fire.
Nope.
If anything he felt worse than ever.
I spoke to the school and they said all the things they
thought I wanted to hear and then did absolutely nothing. I say
nothing but one teacher did rub his head in a corridor once and
ask if he was ok. He wasn’t ok.
The anxiety got worse. In their defence he looked fine, he
was a good boy, his work was fine, there were no problems in
that department, he had friends and a wicked sense of humour.

8
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They must have looked at him and thought what a shame it
is that his mother is a crazy lady but they couldn’t see how
he felt.
No one can see how he feels. No one can see how
anybody feels.
I called a therapist.
Within ten minutes of chatting to her she decided it
might be a good idea if she saw us both. Odd huh? Ten
minutes to work out I am an anxious mess and I've passed it
on. I decided that she knew her stuff and booked us in.
Sadly, as lovely as she was, and she was really very
lovely, I could almost see her words washing over The Eldest,
he’d heard most of them before, from me. The Eldest didn't
believe me and he didn't believe her. The next morning he
had the mother of all panic attacks. I told the school he
wasn't going back until someone listened to him.
They listened and things improved, slightly.
Now we needed to work on the stuff that had nothing to
do with school.
For example, the parties he'd not go to without me. I
have been to some lovely children's parties, I've made pizza
and been to the cinema. The kindness shown by some of his
friends' parents still makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside
to this day. They knew if they invited him they got me too
and they invited him anyway. If I couldn't go, because I
wasn't invited, he'd just not go and that was that. The Eldest
didn’t go to friends' houses without me. The Eldest couldn’t
sit in the car when I went to pay for fuel, he came with me
in case I left him. The Eldest couldn’t play hide and seek, he
would count to ten then he would call out, “where are you?”
If I didn’t answer immediately he would lose it. I had to tell
him everywhere I was going, to the garden, to the bin, to the
bathroom, if he forgot and couldn't find me he’d phone
nanny in a panic.
We’d always known when and why his anxiety began,
there was that moment in time when, had things been
handled differently, he may never have become anxious. Or
not? Perhaps there would have been another time, another
place? We’ll never know.
To cut a long story very very short he'd been let down by
a few grownups, important grownups, grownups that should
have had his back but didn't. The Eldest discovered, at a
very early age, that adults could not be trusted. Even those
that he could trust he wouldn’t, he knew they’d let him
down eventually.
The Eldest put all his remaining trust in me, he had no
choice as I was the adult he relied on the most but he was
still convinced that I too would, one day, fail him.
The Eldest once told me that the best part of his day
was walking into the house because he felt safe at home.
That was it. I was on a mission.
--I contacted CHUMS.
CHUMS is where children can go for support, support
through whatever it is that makes them unhappy, worried or
scared. I thought CHUMS would, like many others before
them, poo poo me but they did not.
The best thing about CHUMS is that they listened to him,
they asked him how he felt and, between CHUMS and The
Eldest, it was decided that he would go to Anxiety Club.

The Eldest would go off with a group of similarly
minded children (with my car keys so that I couldn’t leave
him there) and they would chat, play games and eat lots
of biscuits. I hoped that discovering he wasn’t the only
anxious kid in the land would help him feel less alone if
nothing else.
As for the Anxiety Club parents, we too would go off
and chat, play games and eat biscuits and we would try to
find ways to help our kids. We wore name badges and we
worked in pairs. It wasn’t at all embarrassing.
It was so embarrassing.
The first week we had to introduce ourselves, oh the
horror, my worst nightmare.
"Hello, I'm Tina and I'm a chocoholic"
I didn't say that, I wanted to but didn't. I'll tell you
what I did say though.
One week there was a bowl of Smarties being passed
around. We had to take the bowl and tell the group which
quality we have that we would like our child to inherit.
Oh dear, nothing from me, I wouldn't wish any of my
personality traits on him, I love him far too much for that.
Please, please, please let him grow into a cute version of
his father. Not that his father isn't cute of course, that is
the reason I married him after all, that and he had money.
Oh did I say money? I meant a magnetic noughts and
crosses set and a horrid blue jumper. That's all he brought
with him and once I'd 'lost' the blue jumper we were very
happy indeed.
"Oh God," I thought but, accidentally, said out loud.
The nice lady running the group said they'd go the
other way around, give me a chance to ponder upon it. I
plumped for a sense of humour mainly because I knew he
already had one, he must have, we called him Sir Gagalot
for goodness sake, he knows funny when he hears it.
We then had to go around again and say the very
thing we hope they don't inherit.
Boy the things I'll do for a Smartie.
"I have absolutely no self belief and I hope it isn't
catching," I said.
"Oh," said the nice lady, "I wouldn't have thought that
of you."
I was pleased, it meant I had bluffed it pretty well.
On the way home myself and The Eldest were
chatting about what we'd been up to, he spoke mainly of
the biscuits. I told him about the Smarties.
"You don't believe in yourself?" he asked.
"No, not much."
"But mum, you can do anything, anything you want if
you just go for it. You are clever, if you want to do
something you must do it. I believe in you."
The Eldest then talked me into a McDonalds so I think
it is, in fact, he that can do anything.
--Children with anxiety often have low self esteem,
apparently, but not this one. Occasionally he will ask who
I would be if I could be anybody. That's a no brainer, Meryl
Streep obviously. If I ask him he always says "I would be
me.”
I told the nice lady at Anxiety Club this and she said I
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Bob Bootman

must be doing a good job bringing up The Eldest. Little does she
know that everything I have ever learnt, that was worth learning,
has been taught, inadvertently, to me by my kids. It is they that
are doing a good job with me.
CHUMS helped The Eldest feel less alone in his anxiety. Week
one he cried all the way there, he had to be shoehorned off of me
and only then because they promised him that he could pop and
see me if he needed to. It turned out that he did need to but only
in the first few sessions, soon he was happy to go to CHUMS. I’d
even go so far as to say he enjoyed it.
Whatever it is we might be feeling, as children and as adults,
we often believe that we are the only soul to feel that way until
we say it out loud and someone next to us says “oh, me too.”
Through CHUMS he got to meet his me too, quite a few of them in
fact. CHUMS meant that I had the opportunity to meet parents,
many parents, without a clue about how to help our kids. I too
discovered that I was not alone and that was, is, a very nice thing
to know.
The Eldest met CHUMS again, at school, his name was put
forward for a music therapy group and I sent back a hearty “yes
please!” The Eldest was livid but, again, the group meant that he
met children at his school who were in a similar situation. One
member of the group was already a friend of his but neither knew
the other had anxiety until they turned up on the day.
The change in him didn’t happen overnight but there was
change, slow steady change with the odd blip of course but he
began to feel less like an oddball and even started to tell a few
close friends.
“I told Max that I have anxiety today,” he said “he wasn’t
bothered, he’s still my friend.”
The Eldest then told Ashley and was just as surprised to
discover that Ashley was still his friend too.
The Eldest is soon to be fifteen and hasn’t been anxious
about anything for a while now. Age has played a massive part in
it of course. The doctor was right about him needing to feel
independent; he just miscalculated which school would help him
gain that independance. Middle school was his living nightmare.
When he left, aged thirteen, he was seeing the school counsellor

and her dog, Dave. Dave days were the only days that my son
would walk into school with a smile on his fabulous face.
The summer holiday between the Eldest moving middle and
upper school were my living nightmare. I barely thought of
anything other than how my wee lad would get on at a new school
with new teachers and new students who didn’t know him of old.
Fine as it turned out. My son was absolutely fine.
The Eldest even walks home from school with his friends now
which was massive news at the time, the time being a mere eight
months ago. To be honest I still think this is huge, it may be old
news to him but I’m still thrilled as I did not see it coming. The
water bottle of safety that would be tucked under his arm all day
and sit by his bed at night has long gone, we can’t remember the
last time he had it with him. We also got a dog, Jackson, who
helped The Eldest feel safe enough at home that I could nip out to
pick his sister up from sign language club. I can't take the credit
for that, The Eldest asked for a dog, probably brought about by his
love of Dave.
As if all of the above isn’t enough, I can now take the rubbish
to the wheelie bin without telling anybody. It’s an odd sensation
but I like it.
So, why CHUMS? If my son has done all the hard work by
himself, why ask CHUMS for help?
CHUMS cannot perform miracles, the folks at CHUMS are mere
mortals after all*, but they will treat your child like the individual
that they are and will teach your child the tools they need to help
them help themselves. CHUMS will do this with a smile, without
judgement and with biscuits.
What’s not to love?
*I can’t be sure about this, there is something about them...”
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From South of the Göta River
where the lilac sky was punctuated
with scissor-shaped smoke plumes
from the factories in the distance.

From the old town where I found
a warm spot between the narrow houses
and stood there until I felt lighter of heart
and mood.
From the young mother on the slow train
somewhere between Sweden and Norway
breastfeeding and softly singing
to her son.
From the ferry port where I held
my worldly possessions; a piece of bread,
a pair of socks, a pocket full of coins,
a passport.

ootman

If you’re feeling a little anxious
If you’re feeling stress or pain
Talk to me about it
Then talk to me, again
Don’t bottle up your feelings
If there’s something on your mind

From the snow banks along the edge
of the tracks where I couldn’t tell
the difference between an elk
and a moose.
From the snow piled so high
and as far as the eye could see
that I couldn’t tell if it was water
or land beneath.

Talk to me about it
A solution, we can find
A problem shared is a problem halved
It’s okay not to be okay
Talk to me about it
I’ll listen to what you say
If an overwhelming situation
Has left you on the floor

From the girl in the café window
that looked like a beautiful actress
and made me stop dead in my tracks
and feel ashamed.
From the train station with the camera
slung over my shoulder and my hat
over one eye like an ancient dream
of a Boston night.
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Talk to me about it
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Then talk a little more

11

POETRY

ARUSHA

LEWIS GREEN

I once met an ancient traveller who was
paid handsomely to
-with pen and ink- portray the stars
above Africa –
it cannot be done, he baulked, sighed,
and begged.
A bargain at first considered, fraught,
reneged.
A shepherd stood with arched back to
see
these selfsame stars; bright, indefinable,
free –
this shepherd; roughly stitched, shaven,
and shod.
Laughed aloud, and you said there was
no God.

A GIFT FOR GRACE
Cassiopeia weeps under the
weight of dreams,
the shimmering eyes of the dead,
or of those who simply refused to
be born.

This camp-site night so still, so black,
held his gaze
as stones fell from the sky, rounded,
smooth, set ablaze.
As he swayed on ground so parched,
tired, and cracked.
One more heart on fire, ruined, racked.

‘Neath a spider-web of stars,
an empty hammock will lean in
the breeze,
a gentle shift in the glorious
patchwork of time.

Later, he was not alone to watch the
night
as out of black nightmares came the
lions –
as if to see his soul gone higher, still,
now higher.
Or to warm themselves by the fire.

A thousand years from now there
will be seen;
hearts turned to dust, myth,
constellations reborn.
Just a rearrangement of souls,
time,
lights snuffed out, arrows
snapped,
flags torn and tattered.
A gift for Grace; the paper is
folded, plain,
purple ink faded in a runnel of
tears,
and she has already left.
LEWIS GREEN
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SUPPORT AVAILABLE
CHUMS Offer Bereavement Support Through:
* Bereavement Groups for Parents/Carers, Children and Young People
* 1:1 Bereavement Support
* Parent/Carer Psycho-education Workshops
* Ongoing Monthly Bereavement Groups – for Parents/Carers, Children and Young
People
* Telephone Advice and Guidance
* Bereavement Literature
visit www.chums.uk.com

According to Tommy’s one in four women
have experienced a miscarriage.

throes of discussion about it, some people think they have the right
answers to “fix” your pain.
“Maybe you can’t carry boys, it was meant to be this way, I’m
sure it won’t happen again, maybe you were lucky in the long run,
perhaps it’s because you painted the fence that Tuesday…”
You name it, I’ve heard it. Ultimately- it sucks. You can’t seem to win,
you want to talk about it, to acknowledge the precious life you carried,
but no one seems to say the right thing. So, you remain quiet so as not to
disturb anyone else or equally the memory of your baby. When you put it
into perspective, a miscarriage is a hard occurrence to get your head
around as the baby was never earthside, but it was all that baby represented- the joining of two people, the dreams and hopes of the future.
That counts for something.
Let me say…Now is the time to educate one another.

When

First of all: We need to stop asking “When are you having children then?”
Everyone’s journey is different. As with mental health, job prospects,
finances, no one knows what is going on behind closed doors. Choose
your words wisely and pick your audience.

Gemma Vincenti-Morrison
CREATIVE
NON-FICTION

If you look at my social media you will
believe I’m the happiest person
around- wonderful family, cute dog,
great job and clear skin. But I’m the
first to admit, my life Isn’t as it
seems. I work hard and get stressed,
my husband and I bicker, my dog
ferociously barks at the television ALL
the time and my skin is blemished
with constant break outs. More
importantly I have a daily struggle
with anxiety and grief.

3 years and 6 weeks ago, at 16 weeks
and 4 days pregnant, I lost my baby; I
use the term “lost” as though I
accidentally misplaced him. I did not.
If we’re speaking in metaphors I’d
more describe it as he was “taken”
from us. That’s how it feels anyway.
The most harrowing part? I had
absolutely no control or scientific
reason for it. What annoys me even
more…the lack of conversation
around this topic.

It is common, it does
happen so why is it
silenced?
14
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Does the commonality of it make it any less
painful?
Categorically not.
Does the muting of it, however, make it
something to be embarrassed to discuss
publicly?
Unfortunately so.
There is nothing more isolating than suffering
grief, an intense emotional and even physical
pain, on your own. To suffer when no one else
seems to understand or wants to openly talk
about the elephant in the room. Then on the
odd occasion you finally find yourself in the

Importantly, we need to break the silence on having miscarriages and
make it a talking-place full of support, strength and empathy. We do not
all need to have experienced it, nor feel guilty for not having
experienced it but, we do need to understand the impact of it. There is a
constant emptiness that one feels and no one should be judged for
feeling that or be made to feel awkward, be it now or 20 years in the
future. When you suffer a miscarriage, all subsequent pregnancies are
tarnished. We need to understand how the naïve, excitement (that
everyone on social media seems to have) is lost.
Support your friends - nod and say you understand.
Appreciate their openness, do not flinch or try to fix it.
Listen.
Acknowledge a new baby will never replace those who are gone. Even if
it is years down the line, do not question why a couple mention a
miscarriage, just because they “now have other children”. You wouldn’t
ask someone to diminish a beloved pets passing, or ask them never to
speak of sweet Fido again just because they “got a new one”. The
memory may be different. The love is not. Take one thing- where there
has been love there has been a purpose, a connection. Love does not die,
it simply loses somewhere to be placed, so a memory is all we have.

ElephantInTheRoom
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Bob Bootman Shorts
Van Gogh
I saw Van Gogh in the restaurant
His table was quite near
I asked him if he’d like a drink
He said “No Thanks, I’ve got one ‘ere”

Snow white and gentle
She’s skipping to me
Bright eyed and breathless
I’m down on one knee
Bottle in hand
She suckles the teat
Her friends in the field
Jealously bleat

Hĳack
He burst into the cockpit
All on board would soon be dead
The gunman shouted “HĲACK”
And the pilot said “Hi Fred”

In between gulps
She glances around
Pale pink ears
Catching each sound

Wanted to be in the theatre
Found a role in that form of art
Naked on stage in the musical ‘Hair’
Wish I had a bigger part

Quasimodo

Walking around The Notre Dame
No-one familiar for a spell
Quasimodo then appeared
I thought “That face rings a bell”
16 ElephantInTheRoom
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Stage Fright

Innocent, happy
Blissfull and bold
Playful and precious
A joy to behold
Sweet and tender
Juicy and pink
I’ll have her on Sunday
Roasted, I think

Bob Bootman (vegetarian)

ElephantInTheRoom

17

POETRY

Joan ofArc

JOAN

I first met Joan in her early teens
She started acting odd
Having visions in her garden
With a direct line to God

Was it divine inspiration?
Was King Charles in denial?
He decided to disown her
And Joan was put on trial

He told the church to charge her
She must defeat the English
With anything that they can
Take France out of its strife
Listed Heresy and witchcraft
Have her hair cut like a pudding bowl And dressing like a man
Should lead a pious life
They asked her to confess her sins
I asked her not to leave our town
Joan’s will, they couldn’t break
Could be getting in a jam
Guilty was the verdict
Was that God communicating?
To be burned upon the stake
It might just be a scam
When I heard the final sentence
Joan rode a horse to Orleans
I had to see my friend
Beat the English in 4 days
Amassive crowd had gathered
Won the hearts of all the people
To watch her grisly end
In line for lots of praise
I pushed my way right to the front
She moved on to a town called Reims And called to her in vain
And Charles became the King
I wasn’t sure she heard me
Then I lost touch with my best friend So called out loud again
As she went and did her thing
Joan scanned the crowd below her
In the Spring of 1430
Flames flickered up the pile
Her mission flew off course
And as she recognised me
Acrossbow shot right through her leg Her face lit up (with a smile)
She was thrown from off her horse
Bob Bootman

1 8E l e p h a n t I n T h e R o o m

Welcome to dementia land
It’s where I’m camped right now
On the outskirts of this town
I’m a visitor, for now.
Memory seems to have flown away
It can’t be found at all
Where are my spectacles
Have I left them in the hall?
They weren’t in the hall
So I had a little think
Up the stairs and down again
They’re in the kitchen sink.
Have I got bread in the breadbin
Better look and see
Nothing in here but tomatoes
Oh lovely, and a slice of Brie.
I wondered where I left it
It was due to go in a wrap
All this activity
So now I need a nap!

Paul Clark
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Nicola Warner

Is it a will or a want?
When you have to deal with a font
Does it make you scowl or smile
Like an inscrutable crocodile
What meanings do you want share
To be shy or perhaps to dare

The Circle

You’re definitely not a mouse
When you use zany Bauhaus
If you wish to travel far
How about using Courier
Was that a hoof at the door
Don’t worry it’s a friendly centaur!
If the press is cool its not too late

Bob Bootman

The Shape of Love

How about using copperplate
Don’t discard or throwaway
Why not use trebuchet!
Have you met Franklin or Miriam
I’m pretty cool with both of them
With many helpers I’m good to go
In my box I’ve minion pro
Helvetica or calibri
You could dine with me
With a pair of Singapore slings
It’s a big NON to Wingdings!
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Steam Punk Novella In Progress

“Sure thing “. He sat on another post and proceeds to construct his whistle.
A few tune ups and he was ready to go. He closed his eyes but quickly opened them again. He didn’t

A man drew up his boat onto the Sandy shore. He placed his haversack on the wooden pla�orm. He
feel threatened, but it was a natural reac�on.
looked back at the ship some 200 yards distance, shook his head and grunted, a dismissive grunt!
Had his eyes opened, his audience eyes were on shock for a second and as one they all se�led on
He’d spent many months travelling here and now he had arrived we wasn’t even sure why. He’d
the deck listening to a reel from forests and bays from another side of the ocean. He repeats the theme and
picked up some skills and got fi�er. He threw his head back and guffawed at a memory of racing Jared to the
a few were whistling or lightly bea�ng a bass line.
crow’s nest then using the ropes to alight on the quarter rack to cheers. Jared had been a second behind
him. on the first a�empt at this feat, he’d lagged by two minutes.
Tiff suddenly sung low notes in a language he didn’t understand but as everybody who wanted to
A seagull brought him out of his thoughts and into his next step, Finding a place for a meal and some
contribute contributed Bern brought the impromptu gig to a close.
good ale. Perhaps some decent company. Hope there’s a few music’s around, he thought. There were people
There were a few tears but a warm ripple applause.
gathering at the top of the slope. He could see their eyes dar�ng around seeking clues. They clearly hadn’t
Tiff walked over to Bern and smiled and put his hands together in prayer and spoke
seen him row from the ship, but the volume of river traffic had peaked in the last half hour.
“Keep that ducat. I’ll show you how to find the White Rose.”
What were they making of him? He must have been an imposing sight with dark blue leather
Is that where we’re going then a few people said. Turk will be pleased to listen to some different
mari�me coat, a full head of hair and ta�oos on his face.
music.
“Can I Leave my boat here �ll I find a permanent mooring?” He said to anyone who was listening.
So, a happy group trudged up the hill to find respite. Bern could find some answers.
“That will be a ducat,” said a wiry man with black eyes that did not seem to blink.
***
He moved towards him with silent stealth.
The large trunk had a mesh side and a glass top. No, the top was half glass and half woven with
‘Sure, can you recommend anywhere that sells decent food and ale and a bed for the night?’
willow using a variety of colours which layer with a sense of perspec�ve. It was a quiet evening, dusk
“The White Rose is where you want to be,” the thief said He always gave names to people, he
approaching. I looked towards the mountain peak, framed perfectly by the large triangular window.
realised it helped him remember. He stretched his arms wide and gave a slight bow then showed his perfect
I looked back at the giant casket and blinked; there was movement. Suddenly I felt joined by a
teeth.
presence in this room. Perhaps more than one presence...
“I’m Tiff, good to meet you. Welcome to Hilton. What’s your name then?”
Yes, there were pairs of eyes following the slight movement of my arms as I stretched.
“Call me Bern”
“You like my pets then?” A voice pre-empted a vast bulk in the room. He had the look of a Turkish
“Ere what’s that black case round your neck?”
wrestler. A giant of a man.
“Well spo�ed Tiff, it’s a whistle “
Hang on I’ll get them out so you can have a proper look. Don’t be scared they won’t bite; they were
“Let’s hear it then”. He sat down on a wooden mooring post.
fed yesterday. He giggled but the room shook. He smiled but for a second, I realised there was a more
A crowd of six had gathered and Bern hadn’t no�ced how close they were.
sinister side.

Paul Clark
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He traversed the square on the shady side. There was no market but there were a few
teams of guys striking the wooden frames of the stall sun shades. A mixture of colours, each
colour represen�ng the guild of the trader. Red for meat, blue for fish, green for produce, white
for jewellery, yellow for fabric. For a few minutes he was transfixed by the spectacle. Time to get
Here we go. Just keep s�ll. Show no fear.

moving.

Two snakes came out from under the willow panel, and they headed

At the end of the square, he had a choice three leading to the next fla�ened area on the

towards me entwining in each other’s path. They gently climbed my legs and just

next level Which one? The straighter of the three enabled be�er vision and he thought any

stopped, their heads glued to Turk who simply held an outstretched hand, fingers

approaching people would give sound and thus alarm him to poten�al danger. The second was a

splayed.

collec�on of meanders with the chance of hiding places. He thought that if he could somehow get

He moved his right hand in a horizontal mo�on, knuckles uppermost,

above his pursuers, it would be more than a foot race if they realized he had achieved this.

briskly to the right. The snakes moved, one to each wrist and coiled round like a

The third was long straight lanes which were joined by small spaces. A conduit which

matching pair of silver bracelets.

started out as an emergency access route for the firefighters and health guild. Those worthy souls

If you were si�ng down at that rocking chair, they’d bind you to the

who looked a�er the sick.

arms.

Which of the Lanes would his abductors choose? Would they spread out or concentrate
Useful huh?

on one lane. One per lane to hold him �ll help arrives.

I smiled as he moved his right hand a tapped his chest twice. The serpent

They might not even try today, this early in the morning. Night-�me with loads of

Swiss Army knives rushed back to him. They interlocked and became a heavy

revellers about.

ornamental necklace.

***
***

A bright blue snake accelerated towards the desk. With a sharp Turn around the
desk lamp. I no�ced a piece of A4 gradually unfurl. Clearly Serge knew he’d

guild master of Silks, Rev Shepherd, being untrustworthy, some Reverend!
He had his rucksack and staff with him as he began to climb up the

comply with this mission to sa�sfac�on. He drew himself up to four foot and

first wandering track back. He was just thinking that the pair of well-built twins

swayed like a keen teenager! He seemed to wink and threw himself to the gap

or brothers we’re arranging a pickup. That would be him. There was urgency

above the sill. The last I saw was the tail vanish. I strolled briskly to the window

and excitement in their hushed voices; it was sooner rather than later. Today!

but all I saw was a large clump of festuca gently quiver back to the upright
posi�on.
He knew he had to get back to the workshop, quickly! He’d just realised

Well, they were in for a shock, literally! His staff had, how had Turk
described the amendments or enhancements, worth their weight in snakes.
And he had a few allies in the rucksack too. He started pu�ng a plan of

what the overheard snatch of conversa�on in the tavern was about. They wanted

evasion together. They would know where he was heading so they could be

to abduct him. He’d recalled the head of guild Franco warning him about the new

heading downhill towards him.
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I’m not sure. I don’t remember seeing her. Maybe
she’s sick?’ she shrugged.
A light tap on the glass of the classroom door
distracted them, their teacher, Mrs Halt, excused
herself and stepped out of the classroom to speak
quietly with Miss Simms in the corridor. She returned
a couple of minutes later with a haunted expression,
‘erm… okay everyone, I have just been informed that
Mr Legg will be taking over the class briefly to discuss
a sensitive matter with you all,’ she announced.
The room filled with loud whispers of students
muttering amongst themselves, voicing their theories
behind the sudden announcement. ‘Do you think
someone egged Mr Crawford’s car again?’ two boys
laughed in front, they fell silent in hushes as Mr
Legg, the Headmaster, walked into the room,
unannounced.
‘Good morning Year 8,’ he greeted the still
room.
‘Good morning Mr Legg,’ the class returned in
unison.
‘I wish I was greeting you today in different
circumstances, however, I have a rather serious
matter to address,’ students started to whisper

The Empty Seat

STORY

‘How strange,’ Lily nudged her friend,
Sarah, who was sitting beside her nibbling at
her nails, ‘doesn’t that red haired girl
normally sit there, is she not in today? Was
she not in registration?’
Sarah looked over at the empty seat, ‘oh,
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“The room filled with
loud whispers.”

Nicola Warner
Nicola has been working
hard on her current novel,
The Infamous Vince Trivett
(which you can read some
extracts of on pages 50-53)
Here she has included a
shortened version of a 4000
word piece she wrote about
bullying; a topic which she
felt needed to be heard.

between themselves again, ‘silence, please. We take
bullying very seriously here at Red Oak High, and do
not condone such behaviour. We are extremely
saddened to learn this morning that a young girl has
been subjected to a concerning number of incidents,
not only within the school grounds, but after school
hours,’ whispers started rising again, ‘Silence. We
are extremely disappointed and appalled to learn
that some of our students have played a part and we
will be speaking with those individuals separately,
and if we do find any truth to the accusations, they
may face expulsion,’ scattered gasps escaped in
disbelief.
As Mr Legg addressed the empty chair, Lilly
scanned the room of shocked expressions to see if
anyone flinched with guilt. She didn’t notice anyone
who looked shifty, or who stood out. Two girls that
were sitting not too far from her were crying and
consoling one another, she immediately assumed
they were friends of Melody’s. She turned to her
friend to find her shifting awkwardly in her seat, ‘are
you okay?’ she said in a hushed tone, Sarah smiled
awkwardly and nodded. Lily frowned at her, Sarah
wasn’t that sort of person, so instantly dismissed the

ElephantInTheRoom
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1. EFFECTS
Bullying can make you feel isolated and worthless,
lonely, anxious, angry and lacking confidence

2. LONG TERM DAMAGE
Some people who are being bullied develop
depression, anxiety and eating problems. They may
self-harm or turn to drugs and alcohol.
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thought that she would have anything to do with this
and turned her attention back to the headmaster, who
was now repeating the “be Kind” speech he normally
gave to us in assembly at the start of every term.
‘…. Before I leave you, I cannot stress enough the
sensitivity of this matter and I would expect that you
all take a mature approach out of respect for Miss
Knight and her parents. I do not want to hear farfetched stories circulating the school. Do you
understand?’
‘Yes, Mr Legg’ the class replied.
The Headmaster bowed his head at them, ‘Thank you
all for your time, Thank you Mrs Halt.’ Mrs Halt nodded
her head in response and Mr Legg walked straight out
of the door and down the hallway, Lilly assumed in the
direction of his office.
Once he was out of sight whispers started up
again, ‘do you know who it was … tell me … was it
you?’
Mrs Halt tapped on the board to attract their
attention, ‘I know that this news has come as a shock,
and if some of you need a minute to compose
yourselves, please take it, but on a positive note, it’s
great that Melody is recovering… excuse me a
moment,’ Mrs Halt disappeared into her small supply
cupboard briefly and returned with a handful of tissues
and sat at her desk. She skimmed through some papers
in a search for her class notes, ‘just to remind you for
homework this week, continue reading pages 34 to 56,
there will be a quiz next week!’
With that the bell sounded and everyone stuffed
their books and pencils cases into their bags as they
scurried out of the classroom.
Sarah was playing nervously with the end of her
sleeves and shuffling her feet, ‘are you sure you’re,
okay?’ Lilly asked, growing rather concerned that her
friend knew something that she didn’t.
‘Sure. I’m fine. Honest,’ she smiled uneasily.
‘You don’t look fine,’ Lilly observed, ‘you look
guilty, and you are starting to worry me, because I
know for a fact you aren’t that type of person, so you
either have an alter ego I know nothing about, or you
know who’s responsible!’
Sarah shook her head, ‘I don’t know anything! I’m
hearing all this for the first time, just as you are!’ she
fought back tears, ‘or are you? You seem so sure that I
know something, maybe you know something, or you
are trying to make me look guilty!’
‘Are you hearing yourself? That is just ridiculous!’
‘Is it though? You were the first to notice that she
was absent from school today, you were the only one
to mention it! No one else did!’
‘WOW!’ Lilly struggled to find any words of
defence to throw back at her friend.

‘See! Not nice being accused of something you
haven’t done, is it?’ Sarah stormed off slamming her
body into Lilly’s shoulder.
As the students filled their next class, Lilly
noticed Sarah was not among them. She was worried
that she had upset her friend, she knew that Sarah
didn’t have a bad bone in her body and would always
be there for anyone. Maybe she felt guilty because
she couldn’t help Melody? Sarah would often take on
guilt she was not responsible for.
Lilly stared down at her desk, spinning her pencil
case round by the zip, ‘what a crappy friend you are,’
she told herself, ‘of course Sarah hadn’t done
anything, she would have helped if she could!’ She
couldn’t concentrate on Maths; she was called on
several times during the lesson and each time fell
silent and open-mouthed, only mustering a long
“umm...” until the teacher called on someone else
for the answer. She had never been so relieved at the
sound of the bell.
She headed down to the girls’ toilets at the far
end of the school, Sarah would often hide in there if
she were upset, and it was the furthest from the
boys’ toilets, so she wasn’t teased when she walked
past.
‘- and don’t you bother saying anything either!’
Lilly overheard a girl shout. She opened the door and
found a tall girl with blonde feathered hair hovering
her fist over Sarah’s face.
‘There you are!’ Lilly called, ignoring the other
two girls throwing daggers at her, ‘where the hell
have you been, I’ve been looking for you
everywhere!’ She grabbed Sarah’s arm and pulled her
towards the door.
‘Remember, Sarah! Say NOTHING!’ they warned.
‘What the hell were you doing with psycho Sally?’
Lilly questioned. Sarah didn’t respond, ‘Is she the girl
who bullied Melody?’ Sarah stayed silent, ‘well, that’s
it then, I’m just going to have to go and tell Mr Legg
what I think I know and let him deal with it!’
‘NO, YOU CAN’T!’ Sarah pleaded, ‘she will think
it was me!’
‘So, it was her. You need to tell Mr Legg. If you
keep this to yourself -’
‘I can’t!’ Sarah whimpered, her face now flooded
with tears, ‘I’m involved too!’
‘You’re what?!’
‘It was only one message, and as soon as I sent it,
I felt awful! I did honestly, you know me Lilly, I am
not one of those people, I’m not, and I messaged
Melody afterwards explaining how s-sorry I was for
what I s-said!’
Lilly shook her head, ‘I don’t even know you
anymore, why? why would you stoop so low and make

3. UNACCEPTABLE
Bullying in any form is hurtful and unacceptable
and can make your life miserable.

4. SEEKING HELP
No matter how alone you might feel, there is
always someone you can talk to and someone who
can help.
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her feel… what did you even say to her?’
Sarah looked at her feet and then away, refusing to look
Lilly in the eye, ‘I said that no one liked her, she was ugly, and
she might as well just-’
‘SARAH!!’ Lilly gasped, assuming the end of her sentence,
‘You are going to have to take responsibility for that message,
whether you meant it or not, this is serious Sarah! What if she
had died?!’

“You are going to have to take
responsibility.”
Sarah nodded, ‘you’re right. I know I do, but you don’t
understand … they made me!’
‘Made you what?!’ Lilly snapped, ‘did they point a gun to
your head, did they forcefully move your fingers. Whether you
meant what you said to her or not, you made the decision to type
those words, you made the decision to hit return. YOU! And you
need to accept the consequences!’ Lilly waited for Sarah to
speak, but she said nothing, ‘I’ll walk with you to Mr Legg’s
office, come on.’
Sarah nodded slowly and allowed Lilly to guide her.
‘Sir’ Lilly greeted their headmaster after knocking politely on
his office door, ‘Sarah has something she needs to tell you.’
Sarah walked into the room cowardly and braved an awkward
smile before taking the seat that was offered to her by their stern
headmaster. She took a deep breath as she watched Lilly
disappear slowly out of the door.
Lilly waited outside until one of the reception staff shooed
her off to her lesson, they didn’t like students lingering, she tried
to explain why she was there, but they were not interested.
Sarah didn’t return to class, even when Lilly had pleaded to
herself for the classroom door to open and let Sarah walk
through. The door did open, but it was Mrs Phelps requesting Sally
and Leah, the two girls shouting at Sarah in the girls’ toilets, to
follow her to the Headmaster’s office. As soon as their names
were called the colour drained from their faces, and the class
sang at them ‘ooh you’re in trouble!’ not even assuming they had
anything to do with Melody. Lilly knew that Sarah had told the
headmaster everything, but it was likely that Sally and Leah
would place the blame on Sarah, two against one after all. She
thought it unfair that although Sarah had sent the messages, they
were not words that she would have used towards someone.
Sarah liked everyone. Lilly didn’t like the thought of her
friend being expelled from school; they were inseparable, and
she couldn’t imagine being here without her. Mr Legg did say a
possible expulsion, maybe he will let her off with a week
suspension or something? Lilly crossed her fingers at the thought.
She hoped, for Sarah’s sake, that the police would not be
involved, her parents would be enough to deal with, but she felt
proud of her friend, proud that she had taken responsibility and
owned it.
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Bullying
According to Young Minds :
Bullying affects over one million young people every
year, and anyone can be bullied.
https://youngminds.org.uk
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The pheasant, not the fuel. Diesel was the most beautiful
pheasant I have ever seen; he was also the quickest, he lived
on Stanfordbury Farm which can be found at the end of a
long, beautiful driveway in the beautiful town of Shefford.
I spent many happy years as a postie and had the pleasure of
meeting Diesel on round 4. Round 4, was my favourite of the
postie rounds because it was mainly the farms and the
houses on the edge of town which meant I could ditch my
bike and take a van. I would drive around the countryside, in
a James Herriot fashion, feeding biscuits to farmers’ dogs
and racing Diesel.
We, Diesel and I, had a routine and it went thus…

1. ARRIVAL

2. SAFETY

I would arrive at
Stanfordbury Farm and
park as close to the
front door as possible. I
was never entirely sure
that the wee fella
wouldn’t bite so I moved
my butt sharpish and
hoped that John, the
farmer, didn’t stop me
for a chat. First rule of
postal delivery; do not
let anything bite you. I
was terrible at this, I
was bitten 17 times in 13
years. I believe I still
hold the office record for
dog attacks. Hoorah! Go
me!

Once safely back in the van
I would wait but not for
long as Diesel would have
heard me arrive.

3. DIESEL
Diesel would appear and I
would give him a moment
to assume his position next
to the van. I like to think
of him pawing the gravel
drive like a bull getting
ready to charge but I’m
fairly certain that never
happened.

NON-FICTION

DIESEL

4. ENGINE

5. PRAY

Rev the engine a few times
just to add to the already
tense atmosphere and
because Diesel loved it, it
fired him up just grand.

Floor it and pray to God
that I didn’t run him over.

6. WONDER
Wonder how the hell the
little fella is keeping up.

7. WIN
Win but only just.

TINA COOPER

8. BREATHE
Breathe at last, happy in the knowledge that the farm’s

Photo Courtesy of Bob Bootman

favourite resident had lived to race another day.

One day Diesel wasn’t there, I waited a good 10 minutes or so but nothing. I had lurked for so
long that John popped out to see if I was ok.
It turned out that I wasn’t Diesel’s only adversary.
For the record; it wasn’t me that squashed him with a truck.

R.I,P DIESEL
32
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THREE

Gemma Vincenti-Morrison

3.13am on the night of my daughter’s 3rd birthday
and I find myself on attempt number 3 to settle
her back to sleep.
Eyes barely open, whining like a moody teen, I rise
from my oh so comfortable bed and think to
myself how, truly, the only times it is acceptable
to be awake at this moonlit hour is:
1) If I’m fresh in/still on a night out
2) if I’m catching a morning flight to go on holiday
3) there is no 3, they are the only reasons.
REAL LIFE
Instead, here I am, getting ready to wipe
a snotty nose that isn’t even actually
snotty. This is the thing with toddlers,
they chat shit but because they do it
loudly enough (and at ungodly times) they
have you exactly where they want you.
So off I go.
I stumble down the pitch-black stairs,
praying I don’t fall and break a rib, and
am further reminded of the ludicrous time
by the almost silent house, aside from our
flat faced dog’s rumbling snores and my
husband’s somewhat smug deep-sleep
groans.
Most parents in my position know that
when you actually reach the toddler’s
room, it’s a good idea to linger outside
the door before committing to entering.
They may, after all, have gone back to
sleep. No such luck prevails on this
occasion.
I walk in. She stops moaning.
“Mummy, my nose is snotty again. Yuck.
And…can you sleep with me for a little
while.”

There it is. The real reason I’m up yet
again tonight. She looks up at me, sniffles
and pats the pillow, “There’s lots of
space.” I’m tired and mardy but I’m not
dead inside.
I crawl on to her too-small-for-me cot
turned bed, curl up like a prawn and cover
myself with her tiny dinosaur duvet. Then
it hits me. That insane depth of emotion
that comes in waves and makes your eyes
inadvertently leak. Yes, I am really bloody
tired, but at the same time, when was the
last time this happened? When was the
last time I just sat, listening to her little
sleeping snuffles, her hand held under my
chin, head resting against mine? I lie there
and I listen, feel, every motion of her
breath.
This is what motherhood is, feeling like I
could go insane from the ridiculous wake
up call from a child who has slept through
since she was 6 months old…or I could
appreciate the fact that this is a one off
and, one day, she will be too old for this.
So, for now, 3am is for me just as much as
it is for her, maybe more.
Although…I think I’d still rather be on a
plane to New York.

Photos Courtesy of Gemma Vincenti-Morrison
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When the smoke had settled Timms helped the reverend to his feet. “Imagine that preacher – saved by a slippery rock.”

FICTION

At camp that night, the girl sat at the edge of the fire. Maria busied herself with the pans. Willem De Vries, the company’s
apothecary, by way of having been a leather worker in the past, and having a bountiful supply of laudanum and cocaine, stitched the
reverend’s ear with needle and thread. A few of the men were drinking and laughing by the wagons discussing horses, and the rest had
positioned themselves around the fire with cups of coffee to warm them. They shared tobacco and songs borrowed from their native
homes and poked at the fire with sticks. She listened, but did not speak, as these strange languages filled the air. Someone was
playing an accordion. She focussed only on the fire. The reflection of flames flickered across her unblinking pupils as if a fire there lies
within. A log cracked under its own weight, sending a shower of sparks skyward. She flinched at the sound and the fire raged in her
eyes as she was transported to a place she had tried hard to forget.
She can see the tears in her sister’s eyes as she was pulled from underneath the bed where they had both been hiding. One of the
men clamped a hand over her mouth and sent the buttons on her blouse flying across the room. Her mother now lay silent in the
corner, her head at an awkward angle, but with her eyes still open. From where she hid, she could see a smudge of red at the corner
of her mother’s mouth. Her sister screamed as one of the men writhed on top of her. In his excitement he kicked a candle from the
dresser. The girl felt a hand around her ankle as she was pulled from beneath the bed. She was on her back now as the man hit her
across the mouth with the back of his hand. She felt her mouth fill with blood. Her eyes stung as she watched the flames lick at the
curtains and race towards the ceiling. Pitseleh reclines on a dusty shelf high above the hearth, watching the scene below as the flames
dance in her dead doll eyes. From the darkness beyond the open window, she could hear shouting carried on the wind. Footsteps
getting louder.
She was awakened by a snap. The laughter stopped. Everybody around the fire was now staring at her. She looked now not at the
flames, but through them, her eyes fixed on one man. A few men coughed and moved away from the fire, feigning tiredness.
She was now alone. She looked at her hands. They held two halves of the same stick that not a minute before had been part of a
whole. Before it’s snapping startled her awake.

Novel in Progress
CONTAINS STRONG LANGUAGE / THEMES / SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Lewis Green
1
They pass from landscape to landscape in the span of a single day. From rosemary-scented valleys to vast ravines. Through
river beds of shale to a burnt-out homestead where a lone horse turned to watch them pass. From open prairies to forests,
where at dusk the last of the sun turns tree trunks into glowing pillars of fire.
They drop birds from the sky with slingshots to be roasted later that night at camp. When it is too dark to see, they light
primitive lanterns of pierced tin and bivouac in mountain passes, or on the most tiring days, they sleep where they fall.
During the heat of the day, they stoop low during their wash to pluck arrowheads from the riverbed or from dry gutters of
sediment at the water’s edge. They dry their clothes on large flat rocks amongst the calcified shells of things that used to
be, but will never be again. The bathers are separated by sex for modesty’s sake – some of the men fancy their chances of a
glimpse. They stand stock still behind the thickest trees. Only a prod from Corsair’s rifle seems to do the trick of moving
them on.
They lounge amongst the rocks, drying their hair, laughing, and smoking. A few of the men converse about the virtue of
abstinence, whilst others talk about the virtue of minding one’s own business.
From the dark of the forest an arrow stings the ear of the reverend. He caterwauled backwards and fell between the
rocks. In an instant Corsair and Galvin unleashed a volley of gunfire in the direction from whence the arrow came, filling the
air with smoke.
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Arthur Timms was having a pleasant dream. He dreamed of the first time he saw a moving picture. As a young man, passing
through Pittsburgh, he stopped at the Nickelodeon Playhouse – the very first of its kind. His eyelids flickered as he dreamed. On the
screen a stage. She moved gracefully, from one end of the stage to the other, waving to the audience. He felt his face flush and he
sank further into his seat. Here was Mimie West waving in his direction. Mimie in movies, Mimie in dreams. Somebody in the audience
screamed. He turned in his seat to hush them, but there was nobody there. From where he sat, he could see the projection booth was
empty. The reel was spinning. He turned back to the screen and she was gone. He woke drenched in sweat. The audience member
was still screaming, the reel still spinning. He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his palms. He stepped out of his tent into an air
reeking of iron. Jesus fucking Christ. Back in the waking world the screams continued, and the reel still span. Holy Mother of mercy I
swear I will lay off that Dutchman’s gin.
He headed towards the commotion. A fog hung in the air like innumerable wedding veils suspended in time. Somewhere in the fog
the sound of a whistle. He saw not fifty yards in front of him, at first pale and indistinct, but then beginning to take shape, the faint
form of men huddled together – their shape becoming ever clearer with his approach.
A knot of men hovered outside a dark, mottled tent. They stepped aside to let him pass. Timms took a deep breath and lifted the
tent flap. The spinning of the movie reel became the buzzing of flies. Jesus fucking Christ.
With a scream the convoy scattered into the woods in all directions at once.
2
On these long endless days there is not much for her to do but to plot and ponder. Trudging along with aching limbs her memories
come to her like sunshine through branches. Sometimes they leave as quickly as they arrive, like a bird just out of sight, that alights at
the slightest noise. Birdsong at dawn, that stops just as soon as you open your eyes.
She remembers the day she left home, how she walked through the shell of that once happy place, leaving footprints in the ash.
She trod lightly through the rooms as if afraid of scaring away the ghosts of any memories that remained. She ran her hand along the
mantel, leaving a swirl of dust and lint in its wake. She stooped to pick up a bent and broken picture frame. Four smiling faces.
Sisters, mother, father. The glass cracked and covered in a fine layer of dust, except for the place where her father stared back. She
remembers her mother at the kitchen table whispering to herself and cradling the frame, stroking the image of his face. The only
thing left of him.
Her best days. She and her sister would wake early to watch their father saddle the horse. The breath plumed from its nostrils as
he whispered to it and rubbed its snout. The girls were gathered in his greatcoat against the early morning frost. A blanket tucked
around them as they tottered on the horse through the pale dawn light. Deer stared at the curious sight; this horse laden with a threeheaded bundle. Rabbits dart to and fro in the hedges and stand on hind legs to watch them pass.
Through meadows he would name all the different trees and plants they passed. They stopped at streams to water the horse and fill
the canteens, their father pointing out the berries that were safe to eat and those best avoided. Those to cure a rash and those to
cause one. Those from which you could make tea.
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The girls took off their boots and waded up to their knees, shrieking from the glassy cold against their legs. Their father leant
against the horse smoking his pipe.
They sat on a log to dry their feet and ate sandwiches from the saddle bag. The girls took turns feeding the horse chunks of
apple.
“Girls, don’t tease him…here, come and look at this…”
From his pocket he took a crumpled piece of paper, folded into eight. The map he showed them was well worn and fraying
along the folds, but unmistakably showed the place they currently inhabited.
He traced his finger along the bank of the stream and his finger carried with it a smudge of pencil lead.
“Look here…you see this space in the circle.”
“Yes papa.”
“It’s right here, yonder.”
They step over the log they are sitting on and head towards a spot shaded by a copse of trees a hundred yards from the
stream.
“What’s here Papa?”
“Our new home.”
“But there’s nothing here.”
“Not yet there isn’t…we have to build it first.”
“What will we have?”
“What do you want? We’ll have all this land.”
“A cabin?”
“Uh huh, of course…we can have a stable and have space for more horses.”
“Can we each have a horse Papa?”
“It depends…can you keep this a secret from your mother for a while?”
They both nod their heads in unison.
“Then you can both have a horse.”
They lay for a while in the tall grass enjoying the sun on their faces and watching insects take flight. Their father fashions a
bundle of small branches to use as firewood and ties it to the back of the saddle.
A rumble of thunder in the distance. Their father looks to the west.
“Let’s get you home.”
It is almost dark as they get home. A kiss for each of them as they reach the
porch, as if they had been gone for days, not a matter of hours.
Their mother fusses over them, gives them sugary tea, bread, and butter. Her
father produces a bundle from behind his back. “Happy birthday, little one.”
From the bundle she takes a porcelain doll. Two shining black eyes, and
blonde curly hair beneath a bonnet chequered peach and white.
Later their mother lights candles and pushes a log into the fire filling the room
with a wavering orange light. The wind rattles in the stovepipe and they listen to
the patter of rain on the windowpanes. The girl watches her father pensive in
thought as he sits by the fire smoking his pipe. The flames flicker and throw a
tangle of shadows across his face. Marionette, monster, cloud. The hours she
spent watching him whittle sticks by the fire with his pocketknife. Hours never
wasted. How he could forge beauty from nothingness. Miniature forest creatures
hewn from the plainest piece of wood. Hours when he never spoke. Stopping only
to wipe sweat from his brow or to fling shavings into the fire.

3
Under cover of darkness the three men hurried through litter-strewn streets that smelled of the night’s recent rain. The clouds
hummed with the threat of electricity and violence.
Randall Hindley, Cornelius Coombs, and Ephraim Gowdy made it onto the flatboat out of New Orleans with soot in their eyes,
cash in their pockets and the smell of Chinese spice in their hair and on their clothes. Between his knees, Hindley clutched a
burlap sack that held the dead weight of two pistols.
The other passengers ask nothing and offer nothing in return. The only agreement that exists is a complicit silence between
the weary travellers. The boat creaks under the weight of an assortment of humanity as it floats slowly upriver; German, Dutch,
French, Chinese. Men with speech like song. The boat stops here and there along the river to distribute wooden crates and
bundles and take others on board. The passengers smoke constantly and spit overboard. At night they lay cramped and snoring
beneath a star-lit sky and only the ripple of the water tells them that they are in fact moving.
On the second day a man fell overboard. Within seconds he was twenty feet from the craft. He broke the surface one last
time, before disappearing, never to be seen again. Nobody said anything.
Four nights later, under a broken fingernail of moon, they alight in Baton Rouge. Here they find work on the Mississippi river,
loading and unloading at trading posts, or toiling on plantations. They sleep at night in a shack on the bank, built high up on stilts.
They fall asleep covered in grime, weary from honest employment, only the sound of crickets for company. They trade tobacco
and other sundries with settlers along the river. From there they head east to Biloxi.
The going is hard and the dust from the road clings to their clothes and faces. In Biloxi they agree amongst themselves to
steal some horses. They confer there will be no killing here. Not whilst we’re still in Louisiana. We need to keep our heads
down.
It is agreed that Hindley will do the deed. They lay low in the gathering dusk and wait for their chance. Hindley is gone for
fifteen minutes and just as the other two are becoming agitated, they hear the whinny of horses at the edge of an outbuilding
behind the barn.
Any trouble?
None whatsoever.
They see Hindley’s luminescent green eyes laugh and dance in the darkness.
In the morning there will be seen a sticky trail of bloody footprints now coated with a layer of dust.
They head inland upon the stolen horses, one for each of them. They sleep where they can – barns, caves, in pine forests, and
under stars. They ball their coats beneath their heads and pull their hats over their eyes.
They water the horses and treat them kindly. When their money is low, they steal chickens to kill and roast at camp.
If they meet other company, they communicate only with their eyes.
In four months, they find themselves in Atlanta. In a bar fight Hindley is shot
in the thigh and stabbed in the shoulder. Coombs and Gowdy get him to a hotel
and find a doctor to tend to the wounds. They return to the street and await
closing time and the cover of darkness. By the time they return to the hotel eight
men will be dead or dying.

She pushes now at a pile of logs beneath the mantle with the toe of her boot. One
stubborn log leans but doesn’t topple. She picks it up and turns it. Protruding from
the log is her father’s pocketknife. She skewers it free and clasps it shut. Holding
her breath, she stares at the knife in her palm as if she is seeing it for the first time.
She hesitates at the door, takes one last look around. She takes Pitseleh from
her place on the shelf and wipes the dust from her face. The doll is cold to the
touch.
Without looking back, she nestles Pitseleh in the crook of her arm and steps
into the night.
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POETRY

Lockdown Life (part 1, end of week 1)
I’m living here in Lockdown
I like the Lockdown Life
I’m Spending time with my family
The two kids and my wife
We get on like a house on fire
We read or sometimes talk
We go on daily exercise
With our bikes or just a walk
We sit at the table for dinner
Instead of on our laps
And on Thursdays we’re out the front door
To join in with the claps
We’re lucky we’ve got a garden
And can sit out on the grass
We watch the clouds go floating by
Where aeroplanes used to pass

We listen to the songbirds sing
As they twitter in the trees
The wind whistling through the willows
And the buzzing of the bees
We soak up the sun on our faces
As we sip on a glass of wine
We laugh a lot together
And we’re really doing fine
For some people living in lockdown
It can be a bit of a pain
But we’ve spent time as a family
That we probably won’t have again
Bob Bootman (to be continued)

Christmas Box
I’m working in my workshop
With Christmas coming fast
Making a box for Grandpa
As this could be his last
Wants to sit at the head of the table
With his family by his side
Knows all the risks that this entails
He doesn’t want to hide
He is stubborn, maybe foolish
I don’t want him to die
I’m making a box for Grandpa
And the kids keep asking why
We could have a virtual Christmas
Using Skype or even Zoom
He can eat his Christmas dinner
Like he’s sitting in the room
Insists on coming over
No matter what I say
If I tell him that it breaks the rules
He’ll turn up anyway
I’m making a box for Grandpa
Built with Perspex so it’s clear
It’ll shield him from the virus
So, he can live another year
Bob Bootman
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POETRY

The

Cruel in ways we could never have imagined
Funerals without solace
Weddings without guests
We await our curve to be flattened

C-Word

The F-word used to be in vogue
But it’s almost disappeared
Was prevalent in our society
It was the word we feared

C

Our simplest pleasures supplanted
A chat with a stranger
A trip to the shop
Such small things but all taken for granted

Vaccination of the masses
Now the only way forward
All tired of isolation
And the constant sitting on our asses

Incredible they are to me
The masks and the gel
Distance now social
Two meters now the key

Now it’s the turn of the
-word
You hear it every day
Can’t help yourself from using it
I think it’s here to stay

C

The
-word’s taking over
Spreading among the young
Don’t understand the harm they cause
They think they’re having fun
During every conversation
The
-word keeps appearing
You try to change the subject
But it’s all you’re ever hearing

C

Whilst chatting on our zoom calls
It’s the first thing that we say
Because of the F-ing C-word
How many have died today?

Days become months

There’s light at the end of the tunnel
Vaccines have been created
The F-word will be a thing of the past
And the C-word eradicated

The months everlasting
Time now somehow meaningless
In this, a global down in the dumps
Tina Cooper

Bob Bootman
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POETRY

After about 2 hours
We made up and had a drink
I had 4 beers and 2 bottles of wine
And a rum or two, I think
Lockdown Life ( part 2, end of week 5 )
The Lockdown bliss continued
For at least a couple of weeks
Then my wife called a family meeting
And looks serious when she speaks
She says ‘I’ve looked at all our finances
Our situation is not funny
There’s no more cash for wine or gin
Coz we’re running out of money’
Well, then we started arguing
About who should get a job
I said I liked the Lazy Lockdown Life
And my wife called me a slob

When we woke up in the morning
There was money in the bank
There were thousands of deposits
But we didn’t know who to thank
Then my Son showed me my Ebay site
And said ‘THIS HAS TO STOP’
I’d sold pictures of my private parts
At just £5 a pop
So, this Lockdown Life is not for me
Now it’s on a downward course
My children have disowned me
And my wife wants a divorce.
Bob Bootman

Vaccine Nation
There’s a road map back to freedom
Very soon we’ll see our friends
There’ll be a massive party
When all this madness ends
Going to seem a little weird
All those things we had to stop
Like going down the local pub
Or buying things in a shop
Let’s hope it will be worth it
To protect the ones you love
But some were not so lucky
Maybe we didn’t do enough
We all became complacent
After Christmas it was rife
We now need to take it slowly
To return to ‘normal’life
We are a vaccine nation
Get vaccinated, please
And once we’re all protected
We’ll get rid of this disease
Bob Bootman
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Bereavement Support
When someone dies we can be totally unprepared. Even if the death is expected it
can be difficult to know how to best help the children and young people we care for.
Stand-by-me offers information, advice and support to help children, young people
and their families living in North Hertfordshire & Stevenage understand and manage
their grief. www.stand-by-me.org.uk

Tina Cooper

Many years ago a
friend told me about
the screaming. Got to
be honest, I thought she
was being a little dra‐
matic or a little loopy lou
or a little bit of both….
so I just nodded sagely and carried
on with the rest of my life.
Fast forward to today, the 30th
September 2020.
I rang a medium. Not someone who
is neither big nor small, no, a spirit
guiding medium. Now, I'm not a
believer (or am I?) but thought I'd
give it a go, what's the harm?
Firstly she informed me that she
was fully booked until January
2021, it seems that people are
particularly in need of comfort this
year. No shit! Perhaps I'm suffering
from a case of the 2020's and that's
why I'd called her. Who knows?
Anyhoo, I told her that was fine, the
dead will still be dead come
January.
"Also it will be online, is that ok?"
"Sorry, online?"
How the hell does that work?
"Yes" she said "I have a heart
condition so I have to be extra
careful in the winter months. Also
it's £40"
I agreed to all of the above despite
a funny feeling in my gut. It had
begun to feel a bit erm….. I don't
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know, dirty. Mere moments later I
received a text message containing
her bank details. For reasons I
couldn't fathom I didn't pay the £40.
No rush, I told myself.

thirty, but I was exhausted, I still
am.

Later, whilst driving along minding
my own business, it hit me. The
desperation.

"They're in a better place"

So desperate was I that I'd
considered, no, not considered,
actually booked a WhatsApp video
call with a medium. I started to cry
so pulled into a layby to allow
myself the luxury of crying some
more and to prevent my ending up
in a ditch. I was alone, I could relax
into it, no need to shrug it off and
pretend I was ok for those around
me who love me and would worry. I
just let it out. Better out than in
and all that.

"Try to take comfort in knowing
they're no longer poorly"

Then, from out of nowhere, I
started to scream.
Not the scream of someone who's
just seen a spider or been jumped
by a kid during a game of hide and
seek, this was something else,
something primal, something
completely out of my control. I
screamed until all the air had left
my body and my throat burned.
Then, after somehow managing to
calm myself and gain my breath, I
began to scream again.
What the hell was happening? I was
scared now, my heart was racing
and I could barely breathe. A panic
attack? Now? Fucking really?!
How long I was there I couldn't say,
it could have been five minutes or

When someone dies we all hear the
same old chestnuts.

"They're no longer in pain"

Blah. Blah. Blah.
All of the above I have said to
people and it's all utter nonsense. I
wouldn't care if they were
struggling to breathe or that they
were beyond sad that they couldn't
do the things they used to do. I'd
have them back in a heartbeat even
as poorly as they were. Selfish? Oh
yes. I am that selfish.
Everyone you speak to has a loss
story of their own and many kind
words to impart but nobody, not
one single person, will tell you
about the weight of grief. Nobody
tells you just how fucking heavy it is
nor do they tell you that, instead of
becoming accustomed to that
weight or becoming stronger so that
you can carry it, you just become
desperate to be rid of it.
So heavy is the loss and so
desperate am I to feel lighter that I
was prepared to call my Dad on
WhatsApp. WhatsApp? He didn't use
WhatsApp when he was alive! What
was I thinking?
I cancelled. I'll try to be stronger.
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Adulthood
Gemma Vincenti
FICTION

The smell of greasy chips and overdone beef burgers
filled the air. Not quite the food Aya was expecting for a
school reunion of adults in their 40’s; school canteen
from the 90’s was probably a more fitting description for
it. Unless that was the point? Or maybe someone was
skimping again. She didn’t know why she was surprised.
High end culinary delights and shows of grand
expenditure weren’t quite the instant associations that
came to mind when describing Glenville Secondary.
Clearly whoever organised this carried that same penny
pushing trait into their adulthood. They had chosen the
rundown school as the venue of choice for the “Return of
the Class of ’94” after all. I bet they have stayed in this
godforsaken town and done nothing with their lives,
Aurelia thought. Another product of Deadendville.
In an attempt to further distract herself from the rancid
smell catching the back of her throat and making her
heave, she stared into the mirror where she was stood,
smoothed her pristine almost-black curls and re-applied
her lipstick. A shade darker than nude.
Her eyes wandered around the room as quickly as her
thoughts, glancing at smudges of strangers’ fingerprints
on the mirror, the off-yellow soap stain dripping from
beneath the hand pump and damp blue paper towels
clumped by her feet, right next to the empty bin. How
ignorant. Only adults currently occupied these halls. She
knew those adults and it seemed a select few were still
behaving like 15 year olds. God, why was she here? Which
of her misinformed teenage children managed to
convince her this was a good idea? Or perhaps it was both
of them, tag-team nagging her.
“It’ll be great for you Mum! Get out, see some old
friends, reminisce about the You before you moved here
and met dad. You had tonnes of fun before us too. Think
of the stories you could tell people! Bet they’d be well
impressed.”
Her children had no idea.
She felt her stomach lurch and bile rise as her mind
flashed back to the last poignant memory of this place.
This exact place- the toilet on the first floor of the R.E
department, at the end of the corridor unusually far from
any adults to hear you cry. Not that they would have
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cared anyway. As vivid as if it were happening right
now, she saw herself: 17, unkempt hair that she still
hadn’t bothered to learn how to style, below-kneelength skirt, high cheekbones and a group of girls
cornering her outside a cubicle. She didn’t look like
the others, no one else seemed to have relatives who
hadn’t been born and bred here. She was different.
Naturally beautiful, interesting looking, A* student
and the girls hated her for it. She was infuriated as to
how it had happened, she had tried so hard to stay
invisible. She had been invisible for over 5 years.
“Head down, study and listen Tesoro. That’s what
school is for.”
She had done it all, everything her dad asked her –
told her- to do. She was obedient. Never went to the
raucous (as he called them) parties. Yet still it
happened. Just because the wrong person took an
interest in her.
The door to the toilets swung open, breaking Aya free
from the past and reminding her that she was a grown
arse woman now. She looked up as a distant buzz of
music and thudding base resonated. A petite blonde,
who had pushed the door with her bum in order to
remain the focus of her friends, entered cackling
“Shittin’ hell though. Did you see her?! Erm, hello,
have you heard of a mirror hun!” Aya ever so slightly
rolled her eyes. There they were, the same old 15
year old witches slating some unsuspecting woman
who had the audacity to wear kitten heels and not
wing her eyeliner. God. Why was she here again?

Metaphoric Rise
Seeds sown in expectation
Stamped into the ground
Ready for germination
Full of colour
Not profound

Four decades dormant
Suppressed below the soil
Resting
Lying
Waiting
Life taking its toil

The earth’s been tilled, shifted
Revival toward the light
Bursting
Blooming
Brightly
An exhilarating sight
New buds appearing all the time
You knew you had it in you
Growing stronger every day
Now long may it continue
Bob Bootman
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He lay there,
empty. The weight
of his past pressing
against his chest.
The crowds that once
echoed with praise
and love haunted
him; their ghostly
whispers teased him.
He continued to stare at the blurred
circle of the ceiling fan, spinning
continuously out of control, much
like his life, desperately clinging on
to its fixings. He sighed and took
another sip of his Jack Daniels and
rested his head against the
cushioned headboard of his double
bed.
He spent a lot of time in his
bedroom, it was filled with
memorabilia from happier times.
His first album went platinum, his
plaque hung proudly on the wall
opposite him. He thought that if it
was the first thing he saw in the
morning, it would bring inspiration
for the day ahead. Now it is a
gleaming reminder of the life he
once had. He stared at it blankly for
a while, and almost considered
taking it down.
He placed his empty glass on
the bedside table and stumbled
over to a mountain of clothes in the
far corner of the room. He flung
them behind him, scattering them
in every direction until he unveiled
the guitar buried underneath. He
hesitated, what are you doing? Pick
up the damn guitar! He lifted it
from the stand and looked it over, it
glistened like new. It felt familiar,
like an old friend, and in a strange
way it was comforting. He
wandered back over to his bed and
perched on the corner resting the
body of the guitar on his legs. He
sat and fiddled with the turning
keys one by one plucking the strings
along the way until each note was
perfected.
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Silence filled the room. He didn’t
play anything; he just held the guitar
close to him. He could not bring himself
to play one of his songs. The memories
attached to those were all still too raw,
even after all these years. He was
saddened that his enthusiasm deflated
so quickly. He got up and returned the
guitar to its resting place. Maybe
another time. He walked round the side
of his bed and picked up the Jack
Daniels bottle and emptied the
remainder of its contents into his glass,
underestimating the amount the glass
would hold. He picked up the overflowing drink, spilling half down his arm and
threw the remains towards his mouth.
One day, he thought to himself,
one day he will get it all back, “you
watch mate!”, he slurred to his
reflection in the mirror, “We will get it
all back! They want us!”. He gave
himself a reassuring point and stumbled
back onto the bed then leaned against
the headboard and closed his eyes. He
could hear the crowd faintly chanting
his name, begging him for the final
encore.
***
[Second Extract]
“Come on, put on your Shoes” she
demanded “we need to fill these
cupboards with something edible” she
beamed “probably best I drive though”
she smiled again and walked off to
collect her bag.
He rolled his eyes at her, what is
she so upbeat about? He had not left
the house in weeks; people would see
him. They would talk and whisper
behind him, and not in a cute fit of
giggles. They would be judging him,
criticising him. He was not sure if he
was ready to face the outside world.
His hands became sweaty, and his heart
was beating like he had just completed
a marathon, he felt faint. He placed his
arm on the counter next to him and
rested his head down.
“Everything ok?” His mother had
reappeared with her bag and another
unsettling smile. Why was she so
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happy? I don’t think I have seen her
smile so much in one day! The feelgood vibe he received from his
shower had most definitely rubbed
off, or maybe the pulsing hangover
was beginning to mess with his
head. He followed her reluctantly
to the car and hopped into the
passenger side of her red Nissan
Qashqai which was equipped with
leather seats. The leather was a
cold shock to sit on, he rubbed his
arms frantically to try and feel
some warmth again.
“Maybe, you should have
grabbed a jumper!” She laughed,
“the seats are heated, here.” She
flicked a button in front of the gear
stick, he felt a faint warm sensation
form beneath him. “Let me know
when you are warm enough, and I
will turn it off, it can get a bit too
toasty sometimes”.
His mother still had that weird
smile painted on her face as she
turned the ignition. What is up with
her? He wondered to himself.
There was something very
relaxing about being in a car, the
motion was soothing. He rested his
head against the cold window and
took in the view, hypnotised by
trees and buildings as they flashed
by. “I think I dozed off there” he
yawned, stretching his arms up. He
glanced over to the digital clock
above the car’s stereo. He was
shocked to see they were still
driving; he was certain the nearest
supermarket was no more than 10
minutes away from his home, and it
looked like they had been driving
for more than half an hour. He sat
upright and looked at his mother.
“erm…. Tell me just how far away is
this supermarket you’re taking me
to?” He questioned her.
She shifted in her seat and
looked over at him in silence then
returned her attention to the road.
He waited anxiously for her response. “Well?” He prompted.

Nicola Warner
Silence. He was starting to get
agitated, his hands shaking, he
glared at his mother, the frown lines
on his forehead becoming more
prominent. “MUM!” He erupted,
making her jerk the steering wheel
sharply.
Her heart pounded as she
straightened up, “for goodness
sake!” She shot at him “look this is
for your own good, I have your best
interests at heart, honestly, I do.
This is what you need! Trust me, I
know”.
What the bloody hell was she
talking about? He looked at her
puzzled, anger bubbled from his
gut, turning his face a fierce red.
He thought for a moment he might
be sick again. “WHERE ARE WE
GOING?” He demanded; his shaking
hands slowly forming a tight fist. He
saw the weird smile she had painted
on her face twitch slightly; he could
see water fill her eyes and trickle
slowly down her cheek.
She worked on her breathing,
before answering him, and cleared
her throat. “We are all worried
about you. You do not leave the
house; you drink more than you eat,
and that’s if you even eat at all! You
are not looking after yourself. I
know the signs. You need help”.
Help? She had already come
round uninvited, cooking and
cleaning… was that not helping?
What is she getting at? He huffed at
her “who’s we?” he raised his brow
at her.
“Well, your brother and I wer-”
“My Brother?!” He interrupted
and chuckled in disbelief “Oh I
cannot believe this. What the hell
does he know about my life? I don’t
even remember the last time I even
had a conversation with him, I am a
piece of shit to him after all. What
does he have to do with all this?”
He looked at his mother
before he continued “I bet it was

his idea, wasn’t it? Kidnap me from
my home and take me to an
unknown location? Tie me up and
torture me because you do not
approve of my lifestyle? You might
as well bump me off now and get it
over with.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, your
brother loves you!”
“HA! Yes of course he does!” He
rolled his eyes.
“We all do. We want what
is best for you. We want to help you
get better.” His mother continued.
“Get better? There’s nothing
bloody wrong with me!” He
snapped.
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,
it’s a disease. I got through it, and
you will too” she smiled.
He screwed up his face at her
“I’m nothing like you, mother!” He
snarled “I don’t add any special
ingredients to my coffee. I don’t
need to. I don’t carry a fucking, “no
bar in the area emergency flask”
round with me, and I certainly don’t
start my day with a shot of tequila
and a forced smile. I’m fine, so
what if I have a drink of an evening,
who doesn’t!” He leaned over to
her “take me home,” he demanded
in a low heavy growl.
She ignored him, “look, I
understand denial more than
anyone, it took your dad leaving to
make me to see I had a problem,
but it gave me the kick up the arse
to get the help I needed. If I had
carried on …”
“And how is dad” he smirked ,
His dad had started a new relationship not long after he left, it was
likely he was having an affair,
although he swore blindly that he
was honourably faithful throughout
his marriage. He knew that even
now, it hurt his mother to see the
man she married, the father of her
children, have a life with someone
else. She didn’t exist for her

anymore, she thought that ridding
herself of the reliance of alcohol would
be all she needed to do to get him
back, but he had no interest, he said to
her “give you two weeks, you will be
back on the Vodka!” She was desperate
to prove him wrong, prove them all
wrong.
She did not say anything. She kept
her watery eyes on the road. She knew
he was not going to be happy about this
road trip and she had prepared herself
for the back lash of nasty comments. At
least … she had assured herself she
had.
“Right, mother, come on. I have
had enough of this shit now. You were
to blame for your husband leaving you.
You know it we know it the world knows
it. We’re sorry, you know, but shit
happens, we move on” he shrugged.
“But what you need to do right now, is
take me home, okay, just take me
home”.
She gasped, “how dare you”. She
wiped her face with one hand as more
tears fell, “you think you were blameless!” She half laughed, “it was you and
your fucking antics that pushed me too
far! I struggled more and more to keep
you from ruining what you had worked
so hard for. Thinking you were above
everyone, doing whatever the fuck you
wanted, hurting people. You weren’t
aware of how many hours of meetings I
had endure begging that label not to
kick you out on your arse. You thought
you were untouchable. If it were not
for me, you wouldn’t have had any sort
of career at all. Drinking was the only
escape I had from all the stress I took
on with that job, it took the edge off
everything. You have no idea of the
sacrifice I made for you”.
“If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t
have a career? Is that what you just
said? It’s because of you I don’t have a
career!” He glared at her “you made
yourself my manager, that was your
job. You were paid weren’t you, and we
all know what you spent the money on…

ElephantInTheRoom

51

… and mine for that, don’t think I
don’t know that you dipped in and
out of my money whenever you
fancied – why spend your own when
you have access to the millions your
son has in the bank!”
“I didn’t take anything!” She
snapped, “you can bloody believe
what you like”.
He looked at her and raised his
brow, “An escape, was it, drinking?
I’d like to escape from this fucking
car, what do you say we go find a
pub and get shit faced, some proper
mother, son bonding!” He suggested
loudly rubbing his hands together,
“come on, old girl, what do you say?
I’ll even buy the first round, Vodka,
is it?”
She wiped her face again and
quickly moved it back to change
gear and indicated her intention to
go right at the roundabout.
“No? … well then, here’s
another thought … TAKE ME HOME!”
She ignored him, this
conversation was getting bitter and
hurtful, and a little too much for
her to handle now. She stayed silent
and concentrated on the oncoming
traffic to her right, waited for a
clear opening and accelerated.
Anger possessed him, “I said TAKE
ME HOME!” he lunged forward to
take control of the steering wheel,
his rage blinding him from his
surroundings.
His mother squealed through
tears “NO! … STOP! … WHAT THE
FUCK ARE YOU DOING?” The car hit
the curb of the roundabout at such
a force it sprung the car upwards,
tipping it effortlessly onto its side,
as the motion yanked him back into
his seat, the left side of his body
slammed into the passenger door
panel. His head crashed against the
glass sending a sharp jolt of pain
straight to his eyes. His vision
became blurred, his ears were
ringing, but he managed to make
out the faint blast of a lorry horn
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before feeling the crunch of impact.
Their car was pushed along on its side
while the desperate lorry driver
slammed his brakes to a screeching
halt.
The last thing he heard as the lorry
carried them was his mother’s screams.
There was nothing now but silence, the
buzzing in his ears had nearly deafened
him, he could make out blurred
outlines of shapes moving towards the
car. He heard muffled voices but could
not make out any words, then white
noise filled his head. He peered over to
his mother and tried hard to speak, but
no words came out, his breathing was
becoming more of a gasp. His mother
was still, lifeless, her blurred face
covered in a red blotch. Pain shot
through him, a sting formed in his eyes,
and hot tears rushed down his face. He
urged her to be ok, he needed her to
be ok. What have I done? His eyes grew
heavier, the blurred shapes darkened,
taking on the form of shadows, slowly
blending into darkness.
**
[Third Extract]
She clenched her chest as she breathed
the bitterly cold sharpness of the
British evening breeze. She struggled to
catch her breath. Why was he being
like this? She glanced her eyes towards
the street, people were staring
strangely at the hysterical woman
almost falling into a curled-up mess.
She straightened herself up
and quickly brushed the tears off her
blotchy face. Not one person asked her
if she was ok, not that she wanted
them to, although she overheard a few
subtle whispers from two young women
walking by ‘oh bless her, I hope she is
ok.’ She fumbled through her bag for
her phone and flicked through her
contacts. Her eyes fell on Ruby Trivett,
his mother. She didn’t live far from
here … she placed her phone back into
her bag and turned sharply in the
direction of her new destination. It’s
not just us anymore she told herself.
His mother opened the door within
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seconds of her light tapping, “Oh,
what a lovely surprise, come in
dear, come in, come in,” She
ushered her into the hallway, “is
Vince with you, it’s been such a
long time sinc-” her smile
disappeared. “oh lovey, whatever is
wrong?” His mother pulled her into
a comforting embrace, “come on
love, I’ll get the kettle on, we will
have a lovely cup of tea and you
can tell me what on earth has made
that beautiful face of yours look so
sad.” His mother gave her a tight
squeeze as she led her into the
kitchen.
She sat quietly at the kitchen
table, the kettle had finished its
violent bubble and was now being
poured into two cups, “there,” his
mother said, “I’ll let that brew for a
couple of minutes”. She placed a
roll of kitchen paper on the table,
“sorry, that’s all I have got at
hand,” she smiled at her, “ooh, best
get the milk, ooh and biscuits, yes?
Of course, biscuits.”
She placed the biscuit tin in the
middle of the table and pushed it
closer, encouraging Kara to take
one, and went to fetch the
perfectly brewed teas and took her
seat at the table as she placed them
down in front of them both.
Kara thanked her and cradled
the cup to warm her hands.
“What’s happened love?” his mother
asked, “you must want me to know
or you wouldn’t have come.” She
smiled.
“Mother, Dearest!” came a loud
bellow from behind them both,
following a hard slam of the front
door, “oops, sorry!”
His mother rolled her eyes,
“honestly, Jed that door is going to
fly off its hinges one of these days.”
She shot.
“I said, sorry!” He protested as
he appeared through the kitchen
door, “Oh, Kara hi!” he beamed.
She looked up with teary eyes,

“oh shit, what the hell has he done
now?” His brother questioned.
“Why must you always assume
Vince has done something?” his
mother snapped.
“Mum, Vince has always done
something, you just never want to
see it.”
“Oh stop it.” She dismissed,
“he’s a good boy”.
Kara fell into her hands and
sobbed. Jed settled quickly into the
chair beside her and offered her his
arm. He looked over to his mother,
“you really think she would be like
this if it wasn’t something he had
done?” He looked helplessly at Kara
as she tried to control herself.
She grabbed the kitchen roll
offered to her to wipe her face, and
braved a smile, “I’m not even sure I
should be telling you this.” She
revealed a white stick from her
pocket and stared at it with a smile.
“Oh my god!” his brother
exclaimed.
“You’re … is it positive?” his
mother asked excitedly.
Kara nodded softly, “I thought
it would be enough.”
“Oh how wonderful!” His
mother squealed, “What do you
mean … enough?” His mother looked
at her puzzled.
“Has he kicked you out?” Jed
accused angrily, “I’ll bloody kill
him, see Mum, a good boy is he?
He’s no bloody good, he’s turned his
back on the apparent love of his life
and now his own baby! Proud are
you?”
Kara shook her head quickly,
“no, he doesn’t know Jed. There
were so many people at that place,
shouting, the music was so loud and
he was … just …”
“He was what love?” his mother
urged.
“He was completely out of it”
she sobbed, before falling back into
the kitchen paper crumpled up in
her hands, “I have never seen him
that bad before.”
“He’s still drinking, isn’t he?”
His brother assumed.
“He’s never been like that

before; I was sure he had taken
something dodgy.” She sniffed, “he
wasn’t acting like himself. He even
shoved me out of the way. He’s
never put his hands on me before.”
Jed found his hands forming an
angry fist, “did he hit you?”
“JED!” his mother spat, “he
would never hit her, he didn’t hit
you, did he Kara! Tell him!”
She shook her head, “No, no,
he didn’t hit me, I don’t think he
would have been capable.” She
attempted a reassuring smile.
The room fell silent. Jed was
tapping the top of the table
irritatingly, while he tried to
process what he had been told. His
first thought was to go wherever the
hell his brother was, give him a
good slap about, and then drag his
arse back here, and maybe slap him
again. He knew his mother wouldn’t
approve that plan, so he continued
to tap his fingers on the table while
he thought of something else.
“How long has this been going
on?” he asked abruptly, making Kara
and Ruby jump on the spot.
Kara shrugged, “I don’t know
how long exactly, I’ve only noticed
a significant change in the last few
months, ever since he got back in
touch with one of his old band
mates. Tony, or Toby or something, I
don’t know, what ever he is called,
I have never been keen on him, and
I think the feeling is mutual.”
“I know who you mean. Well,
that explains a lot then, he’s a
dodgy bastard” Jed agreed. He
looked over to his mother, “care to
offer your infinite wisdom here
mother?” he prompted.
“Sorry, what?” She said coming
out of her daze, “I’m sorry I just
can’t get my head around this. This
is all my fault; he’s going down the
same path I took”.
“I really don’t think he’s on the
same path mother, your problem
was different, you drank to cope
with an idiot, he drinks because he
is one.”
His mother ignored him,
“Maybe, he’s just worried about

“I’ll bloody kill
him, see Mum, a
good boy is he?
He’s no bloody
good, he’s turned
his back on the
apparent love of his
life and now his own
baby! Proud are
you?”

being a father, it does that to some
people you know. You put so much
pressure on yourself to be a good
parent, even before the baby has
arrived. It can send people off the rails,
it can!”
Jed stared at his mother wide
eyed, “Mum … have you even been
listening? Vince doesn’t know about the
baby; Kara has just said that.”
His mother said nothing. Jed shook
his head at her. “Kara, what do you
want us … or me … to do?” He asked.
“He needs help,” she asserted, “I
need him to get help, we need him to
get help.” She placed her hand protectively over her slightly bloated belly. “I
don’t want the baby to grow up without
him in their life, even if there is no
longer a future for us, the baby
deserves to have their daddy.”
Jed placed his hand on her
shoulder, “just know whatever
happens, I will always be here for you,
and for the baby, whenever I am
needed.” He gave her shoulder a
squeeze and smiled, “We will sort
something,” he promised, “so … when
is the baby due?”

This is currently a
work in progress
with plans to be in
a Waterstones
window in the not
so distant future …
To be continued
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I take gazillions of pictures of my children, my phone ever poised lest I
miss something. My memory is terrible, I have friends that remember
more of my life than I do, hence I dread not documenting everything as I
know it will disappear forever almost immediately.
So, imagine my horror when recently I was caught, phoneless, having
a moment.
We were away for the weekend and The Youngest and I were off to a
park she'd spotted the night before. In all my years on this planet I'd
never been so bored. Children can make friends at the park, something
that is frowned upon if one is 46. Eventually, after a good 40 minutes of
me whinging, she agreed to go for a walk.
Lovely. We went to the shop and bought a bucket and spade, two
water pistols, because I daren't buy her one without thinking of her
brother, and snacks. The Youngest picked an ice cream that she never did
eat and I had a cherry brandy ice lolly. Who knew they were still about?
It was amazing despite reminding me that I last had one as a kid and I'm
not a kid any more. It was delicious and depressing all at once, a peculiar sensation. Anyhoo.
The Youngest loves water, is drawn to water, so it wasn't long before
she was waist deep in the sea. We had nothing useful with us, no towels,
no spare clothes and nobody to guard my bag. Oh what was I to do?
There were two options available to me.
1. Make the now half soggy Loon get out and spoil her fun.
Or.
2. Get in with her.
We'd just showered, we were clean, we were dry and we were going
in. Bugger.
I started by just pulling my trousers up to the knee but Loon was further
in than knee high.
"Come on mum"
There was only one thing for it. Up to my neck I went. The sea was
beyond cold and it tasted like shite, really salty shite. When was the last
time I'd swam in the North Sea? Blimey, probably not since I'd last eaten
a cherry brandy ice lolly, many many yonks ago.
I loved it. The Youngest loved it. We went to where our belongings
lay unprotected against thieves or, more likely, dogs and unwrapped the
water pistols. I've not laughed that hard in a while. We were wetting
ourselves, literally, and nobody knew. Water pistol fights in the sea, I
cannot recommend these enough.
All the while my phone was in my bag on the beach which saddened
me far more than is normal. I was the most relaxed I'd been probably
since the last time I swam in the sea and ate a cherry brandy ice lolly, so
since I was a kid. I didn't want to get out, not ever.

On our soggy stroll back we were still giggling.
"I can't believe I did that!" said I to the Loon.
"But you did mummy, I'm so proud of you!"
She must have been because she stopped some folks to tell them.
"Is that a girl or a boy?" The Youngest asked the mother of a passing
toddler.
"He's a boy"
"Ah. I see. We've been swimming in the sea" she bragged.
They, the mum, the nan and the toddler, all looked at me as I
dripped in front of them.
"Yes. I didn't know we were going swimming" chuckled I.
"We're all wet. We didn't have towels but mummy did it anyway. I'm
so proud of her!" She was beside herself.
I told The Youngest that it had been the best day ever and I meant it
too. I learnt something that day. I learnt to leave my phone alone. I
desperately wanted to go get it so I could take a watery selfie but the
desire to stay and be shot was greater.
I also learnt that The Youngest knows better how to live than I, all
my years of experience and I'm getting this life malarkey all wrong. Why
be dry and warm and bored when you can be cold and damp and happy?
The next day The Eldest decided that he'd quite like a swim in the
sea. I tried to talk someone else into going in because I had run out of
clothes but no, there were no takers.
"So is no-one going in? Well, I've always wanted to be a grown up but
not any more. When do grown ups stop having fun?" The Eldest
pondered.
Yes, when? What age was I when I became all serious? I bought some
shorts and went in. I was braver the second time around, straight in I
went and I loved it again. The Eldest loved it, The Youngest loved it and
I loved that they loved it and they loved that I loved it. We had a blast.
Still didn't get a photo though. Not one of us in the sea that is. I did
get one of the cherry brandy ice lolly though.
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Can I be a kid again please?
I want my mummy and daddy to look after me.
I want my mummy and daddy to take me to the seaside
and buy me ice cream.
I want my grandparents, my uncle David, my uncle Harry
and my dad back.
I want to go climb the third tree with my mates.
I want to make random phone calls from the telephone
box on the green at the bottom of my road.
I want to fill steak pies with sweet corn and whizz them in
the microwave then follow that up with a chocolate
lovely.
I want to be surprised on Christmas morning when You
Know Who has been.
I want a backie on my mates bike.
I want to throw corn bombs.
Can I then be an adult again please?
I want to go on one of those new year's eve pub crawls
that don't exist any more, the ones where you could go to
all the pubs, not just the one you've got a ticket for.
I want to kiss everybody at midnight. Every. Body.
I want to go clubbing till the wee small hours.
I want to drink. Oh how I want to drink. Lots of boozy
yum yums with little to no aftereffects.
I want to pass my driving test.
I want to get my first wage packet.
I want to get drunk and go sledding in Levi.
I want to buy our first house again and get really rather
too excited about buying a fridge.
I want to meet my kids for the first time, again.
Then can I end up right here, right here and right now
please?
Thank you xx
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CW MAGAZINE

This is a work of creative fiction/memoir. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names,
characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product
of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

