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Editorial Reflections
A creative writing course was exactly what I wanted
– the opportunity to escape into make believe worlds
with like-minded people. I hadn’t anticipated I
would have to write about myself or share my
writing outside of the class – after all, who would
want to read it? But, that is exactly what I find
myself doing as I take the steps towards something I
have always wanted to do. At university, I studied
journalism and now I find myself moving on to
fiction with publishing a book firmly at the top of my bucket list. I’m a mother of
two, primary school teacher and a wannabe writer. I hope one day to be able to omit
‘wannabe’ from that sentence and write my own novel. I am so grateful to have met
some friendly, inspiring and talented people on the journey to my dream. Thank you
Kelly, Shelbe, Nicola, David and Lubos. And, thank you to you, the reader, for taking
the time to read our pamphlet.

Stacey Fitch
Hello, my name Is Shelbe Moonbeam. I am 50 years old
and have 4 Children, Jessica, Samual, Paris, and Emma.
I have five grandchildren, Bella, Layla, Amelie, Juliet,
and Wyatt. What can I tell you about myself? Well over
the last 30 years, I have been married four times, I have
changed my name more times than I have changed my
socks lol and this has given me many many life
experiences. In 2017 I did a creative writing course.
One of my life goals, is to write an autobiography. After
this course I did not really do much writing until January
2020, when I found another creative writing course that
was much better for me. Our Tutor Kelly was amazing
and has given me the confidence that I thought I lacked
to go ahead and do more writing. Since doing this course
I have produced a number of stories and poems of which
I am proud of.
The ice cream story that is in this pamphlet, is one of my favourite pieces of work
and I hope to write many more and one day publish a book. The above image was
drawn by my son to represent Johnny the driver! Writing gives me the freedom to be
creative and whether its fiction or fact, every story is unique. I would like to feel that
give each reader a little bit of enjoyment.

Shelbe Moonbeam
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Hi, I'm Nicola. My love of writing originally drove
me to create a parenting and country living blog,
but my passion has always been for fiction. Now
that I've completed a creative writing course, I
finally feel I could turn the jumble of ideas in my
head into something enjoyable to read and I have
Kelly and my coursemates to thank for that. I've
learned so much and would love to someday
publish a short story anthology, and hopefully even
a novel or two.

Nicola Wiggins

Hello, my name is Lubos Urcikan.
Literature was my beloved subject
since I was a small lad. Inspired by
great writers like Verne, Dickens
and Hugo I wished and dreamed
to become writer someday.
Consequently my dream came true
when I met our fantastic tutor
Kelly. I produced some poems and
stories during the course. I
strongly believe to write much
more stories and someday publish
them. Kelly gave me confidence
and guidance which I needed
most. Without her my stories will never come to light. Writing gives me freedom and
happiness.

Lubos Urcikan

&
David Clarkson
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Shining Star
Lubos Urcikan
Extract from Chapter One - Lubos’ novel in development
I was born perhaps under a happy shining star. Who knows? In the calendar it was a
Sunday. Legend says that children who are born on a Sunday are mostly happy. I was brought
into this world with nobody looking forward to my arrival. Noone except my dear mother.
We lived in a small house by the river at the end of the village, together with my grandma. She
was a disagreeable person and rarely did I see a smile on her wrinkled face. She scolded me
for everything that I did and talked about everything with my father. I tried not to make
mistakes, but she still called me naughty every time she could.
My mum was sitting in a chair by the window looking to see whether her husband
was coming home. She cried her heart out, a flood of tears fell down her gentle face. She
wanted to be quiet and stay alone with her despair. Her face turned red by the dim candlelight
when I entered the room.
“Mum.” I exclaimed.
“Why do you not sleep sweetheart?”
“Sleep? Who wishes to sleep when the day is not yet over?”
“What are you snivelling for?” My Grandma entered. “Go and look for your
husband.” She said to Mum. “And you! You get of my sight. You bag of bones.”
I ran.
Eventually one Summer evening, I heard a door shut with a bang. Voices. My father
had returned and was drunk as a fiddler … again. I thought to myself. Another man’s voice? It
must be Uncle Alex from the pub down in the village. He is not actually my uncle, but he
usually brings my father back home when he feels that he is dead drunk and unable to move.
He has a heart of gold – Uncle Alex. If he hadn’t ever helped Dad and brought him home, he
would probably be dead by now. Uncle Alex said goodbye then hurried back to the station.
He lived in a distant place, outside of the village and the midnight train was the last one to this
god forsaken place.
***
One Monday morning I woke to find the house empty. What a surprise. Where did
everybody go? Mum! Dad! Grandma! I looked to every room in the house, but the house was
empty. I decided to have a fun day. I was going to build a kite I thought for a moment and
with a happy smile I went back to the salt mines. I brought all equipment which I could find
in the house. A cardboard box to make a shape, paint colours and brushes. I started painting
my kite. It looked amazing. Now I needed to make a tail and strips. All must be perfect. I
made a long tail and placed colourful strips on it. The expression on the kite’s face looked
terrified and very frighten. But I liked it and was proud of myself.
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Luckily there was a
favourable wind for
my experiment. I
started to run, and
my kite rose in the
air. I kept running
down the hill of a
courtyard by the
house and the kite
was slowly moving
in the air. When I
passed an opened
gate there were
poultry grazing on
the
grass
and
suddenly, they start
running for their
lives.
“What do
you think you are
doing you young
rascal?”
Suddenly I overheard a well-known voice behind me.
“You will scare all my chickens to hell then pretend nothing has happened! Go to the
kitchen immediately and try to be useful.”
***
Next day was a Sunday and there was a deadly silence during lunch. After a while my
father turned on and spoke.
“I have been informed about your wickedness. Next week you will go to different
people in this village and help them with their work while you do not know how to behave.”
I wondered where my family would wish to send me. I will work for the other people
in their houses. Is it my punishment for not being obedient? But everything I do is annoying for
my family especially my Grandma. I had a puzzle in my head full of disturbing questions. My
thoughts were then interrupted by my mum’s voice.
“The boy is not going anywhere.” My mum resisted and stood up from the table.
“You better shut up and don’t interfere. It is not your business.”
“I am his mother. Am I not? It is my business.”
“You better listen to your husband and do as he says.” Grandma interrupted.
“No, I won’t. Not while there is breath in my body. I will not allow this.”
“Your wife is very unpleasant, my son.”
“Unpleasant? Says who? I am surprised that you are talking about this because
unpleasant must be your second name.” My mum struck back.
It was too much for my father and he hit my mother across her face, she fell off to
the ground. I bent over her motionless body and wipe the blood and tears. Meanwhile both
Dad and Grandma stood up and left the table.
I whispered to my mother, “they have gone do you need anything?”
8

On Track

“Help me please and bring me a cup of water.”
***
Mum remained in bed for many days. I brought her tea and
breakfast every morning. Time passed rapidly and another winter
came and with it a lot of snow. Mum was feeling better now and I
was jumping around her while she cooked. She always gave me
something for a snack.
“Eat it quickly so your grandma doesn’t notice. You know
how harsh she is.”
It was a domestic rule probably introduce by Grandma that
nobody could eat between meals.
It remained bitterly cold and Mum had to wash clothes
outside when the temperatures reached their pinnacle.
Grandma gave orders, “wash those clothes properly. They
will be nice and fresh when you wash them outside on this lovely
frosty morning.”
Poor Mum, her fingers were frozen and red from her work.
She tried to warm up her fingers by breathing. She was so calm and
did not resist anymore.
***
Then the day came. A middle-aged woman appeared in front of our house. The
necessary politeness was done and soon afterwards I found myself walking with this new lady.
When we arrived in a nice, neat house, a girl of thirteen or fourteen came to me and spoke.
“Hello, my name is Alice and yours?”
“My name is Mark.” I replied.
“Nice to meet you, Mark.”
The lady had left, and Alice took me to their library.
“You like books, don’t you?”
“Me…” I started, hesitantly.
“I do not have any experience with books.” I felt embarrassed.
“Never mind.” Said Alice.
“You are here now so we can rectify that small imperfection. We can start with
Gulliver travels or Robinson Crusoe. Shall we?”
“Yes”, I agreed with a smile. She was reading to me one story after another. After
Alice finished with reading, she spoke.
“We read all these books at school. You must be in school, I guess?”
“No, I am not.” I replied. “I have no experience with school. Can you tell me what
school exactly is?”
“Well, it is an institution for education. You can learn to read and write and count. In
higher classes you can learn about countries in the world, history, drawing and languages. How
old are you?”
“I am 10 years old.”
“You ought to ask your parents.”
“I will. I promise.”
“Tomorrow we can start with the alphabet, so you can learn how to read and write.”
9
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I gladly agreed.
Days passed peacefully while I came to see Alice
and her mother. I spent lots of time with them
worked hard learning to read and write. No single day
was the same. We read books and practiced my
handwriting. At five o’clock it was time for tea and
muffins. The kind lady of the house would come in.
I felt like I was in heaven so to speak, having tea and
cake with Alice and her mother.
“Well, it’s time to say goodbye Mark.”
“Why?” I asked and popped my eyes at the same
time.
“You know Alice is a schoolgirl now and we have to move to the city. I promised
your family you may come here all summer and now that summer is over, we must say
goodbye.”
“Please don’t. You don’t know what this means to me.” I felt I had found a friend
and now it is all over. Tears began to flow.
“You mustn’t cry.” The lady said and Alice gave me a hug.
“We are friends and you may choose a book from our library.”
I chose Gulliver’s Travels.
“Before you go you must promise me that you will never stop believe in yourself and
follow your dreams … even when things go wrong.”
“I will. I promise.” I took the book and said goodbye.
When I walked home, I thought about everything with Alice and her mother, and our
summer spent together. How strange it felt to go home when home didn’t feel like home
anymore. As I approached the house, I had mixed feelings. I turned the handle slowly. To my
surprise the main room was full of people.
“Come in, hurry.” My mother said. “Your grandma has just arrived.”
“Have I another Grandma?”
“This is him, Mum.”
“Hellooo, you must be Mark.”
“Yes, I am, ma’am and you are…?” I asked hesitantly.
“Well, I am you grandmother. Don’t you recognize me? Never mind my dear.
Tomorrow we are going to go on a trip together.”
“Let me have a word with you.” My other grandma said. “You must be aware before
you are taking this boy with you. He cost me a lot of trouble. This gremlin, mischievous little
tyke.”
“Don’t listen to her my dear. Go pack your stuff and be ready early morning. And
you ma’am. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. How dare you are blame this boy without
evidence in front of other peoples present. Obviously, the art of dealing with other people in
a sensitive and tactful way is not your strong point.”
“Don’t speak to me in that way. You’re still in my house.”
“Yes, and I leave tomorrow until then goodbye.” She walked out from the main room.
To be continued…
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Le Pawshank
Redemption

“ I became a cat person in

2014. Before then, I had always
been a dog-kind-of-guy.”

David Clarkson

I only became a cat person in 2014. Before then, I had always been a dog-kind-of-guy.
I often worked ‘lates’ in an office in Stevenage, and my walk
home usually took me around forty-five minutes at a brisk
pace up Six Hills Way. One night, following a late finish and
an uphill stroll back to my house-share, I noticed a cat
following me. I meowed at her, as one does in the early hours
of the morning to random cats on one’s road. She followed
me. I patted her on the head. She meowed. I meowed back. I
continued walking. She followed again, all the way to my front
door! I opened the door, and she followed me inside.
I wasn’t sure what cats like, and so I offered her some
soya milk, as it was all that I had in the fridge, other than
perhaps a pot of hummus and some faux cheese. The cat
happily accepted my fake milk, lapping it up. She seemed
content enough.
Over the next few weeks, the cat hung around our
garden. We fed her every day. I believe everyone in our house
gave her a separate name. The name I gave her was a bit of a ‘funny name’, and
obviously we didn’t envision at the time for her to live with us for many years
afterwards. Chairman Meow-Meow was that name – a play on the name of an infamous
former ruler of China.
We asked around the neighbourhood in hope of discovering who the cat
belonged to, but to no avail. We sent her out with a note in her collar. No responses.
We knocked on doors and spoke to neighbours. No-one seemed to know of her. We
took her to the vets to check for microchips. No joy. We then paid to get her spayed.
She had fleas and worms and hadn’t been treated well, and so we got her treated for
those. The vet then asked if we’d like to adopt her. Of course, we answered yes.
My landlady wasn’t thrilled to say the least, considering that it was a professional house
share which didn’t allow pets. She told us that we couldn’t keep the cat. And so we
moved out.
Two moves and about five years later, we lived in a small village. Chairman
was extremely comfortable around dogs by this point, as my girlfriend was a dog
walker. Our cat often slept in the same bed as dogs.
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On October 31st, 2019, we had quite a few dogs in the house, including our
two furry children. The others present included a pug, a Dutch Barge Dog, two very
old Staffs whom we hadn’t had stay over before, and two Dachshunds, who also
hadn’t stayed with us before. We generally check with owners as to whether dogs are
OK with cats. The four new dogs all lived with cats.
It was around 11am, and I noticed that the two Dachshunds were being less
than friendly towards our cat. They nipped at her once, and she jumped up on the
table. She’s very agile and can usually evade dogs if needed to. Then it all happened in
a flash.
One of the Dachshunds pinned her down under the table, and the other joined
in. Despite their size, they’re exceptionally strong. They bit her. She slashed back in
defence. They bit again. I tried to pull them away. I would have been successful if not
for the two staffs, who jumped in also. At least one of them bit her - multiple times.
She couldn’t get away. The garden door was locked, and my girlfriend had frozen in
terror.
We
kicked,
we
shouted, and eventually we
managed
to
get
the
Dachshunds away from her. I
picked our cat up and lifted her
up and over the stairgate.
Chairman hobbled upstairs.
The dogs we put into the
garden. Our two dogs,
terrified, hid at the end of our
garden, behind the hedge, and
wouldn’t come inside.
Chairman had crawled
upstairs and tucked herself
away in a crawlspace under an
exceptionally heavy oak chest
of drawers. We managed to get
her out and down to the local
vets. Due to the severity of her
injuries, they told us straight up
that they didn’t have the facilities to treat her there. They also didn’t have any overnight
staff. If we wanted to save her, or at least have a fighting chance, we’d need to take
her to the Royal Veterinary College, or RVC for short. We jumped into the car and
drove there immediately.
Our vets had given her painkillers and she was barely conscious. I remember
stroking her and talking to her on the way to the RVC, but not a whole lot else.
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Once we arrived, the staff assessed her
injuries. A broken jaw, puncture wounds on her
back and abdomen, two broken ribs. There’s
probably more that I’m forgetting. They told us
how much the initial fee was, and how much it
would cost to keep her in the ICU. We agreed.
They told us that there were no guarantees that
she would make it.
The following day was my birthday. I
remember it being a sombre day of waiting to hear
back from the RVC. No news is good news. They
advised not calling to chase them up; that they’d
let us know once there was anything to report.
They phoned late in the afternoon. She was still
in the ICU. She needed an operation to
reconstruct her ribs. They had fixed the jaw. We
told them yes, operate. Do what you need to do. They
operated.
We visited her in the ICU for the next
four days. She looked half-dead. She could barely
move. I’m not sure if she even recognised us. We
cried a lot.
Each day we continued to wait for updates. On
day five we finally got the phone call to say that
she’s stable. She’s eating. She’s coming out of the
ICU. We can even see her in a private room.
She still looked a bit of a mess, but she
was much more herself. Purring, sitting on my lap,
climbing about. We took her some of her food.
She looked and seemed infinitely better than how
she had been when in the ICU tank.
I can’t express my gratitude to the RVS staff. They
are incredible.
On the tenth day we were able to take her home
with us. The less said about the RVC bill the
better, but of course it was worth it. Her fur grew
back, and she recuperated slowly.
It’s been over three years since this experience. She’s as happy as ever. She
now lives with us in France and sleeps on my lap most nights.

;p’[g,f™
- She just climbed over my laptop’s keyboard, and this was the result, so I’ll keep it in as her contribution to the story.
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She Found
You
Shelbe Moonbeam

I was seventeen, you were a bit older,
We laughed that night, my head on your shoulder.
The way you held me, I thought this is for life,
For a split second, may be husband and wife.
One night of passion, then you were gone,
Twenty-eight years!! Shouldn’t have been that long.
We made a little girl, this is so true,
Now all grown up, our big girl has found you.
The past has now gone, look to the future and see,
The fun times ahead, now your part of our family.
We waited too long, the time passed us by,
But now you’re here and she has your eyes.
Get to know your daughter and you will be,
As proud and happy as I am, just you wait and see.
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Action City
Nicola Wiggins
The clock at Euston station blinked 19:59. Joe waited for the luminous, green digits
to flash to 20:00 then checked his watch too. Sprinkles would be waiting for him on
platform 6 for the train to Liverpool Lime Street.
From the first
moment he had seen her
dancing on the podium at
Action City, he had
known straight away that
she was the one. She was
the one who would
change his fate forever.
He decided there and
then: he had to make
himself as important to
her as she was to him. He
had to make himself
more important to her
than Tony.
Tony.
Joe gritted his
teeth, feeling his palms
start to sweat. Sprinkles
had been Tony’s girl.
Tony. That meathead.
How she had put up with
that social retard for so
long was beyond him.
Must have been his
brains, because it sure as
hell wasn’t his jawline.
Tony was supposed to be
some sort of numbers
whizz.
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The rumour on the street was his use of FCA loopholes and tax avoidance
techniques might have left a sour taste in the tax man’s mouth, if Tony hadn’t
greased the palms of some key players down at the Revenue. Consequently,
Tony had managed to build up an impressive chain of nightclubs, despite his
complete lack of personal skills. Joe sneered at the thought. That guy couldn’t
maintain a relationship with his own family, never mind anyone else.
And yet, somehow Tony’s Action City was thriving while Joe’s neighbouring club,
Liquid Disco, was a couple of months away from bankruptcy.
Not that cash would be an obstacle for much longer. Joe breathed in deeply
and squeezed the handle of the leather holdall he was carrying as he exhaled. No
sir-ee. Cash was no longer a problem. Tony however, might be, when he noticed
the empty safe in his office and Sprinkle’s absence tonight.
A loud, muffled voice announced over the loudspeaker that boarding was
open for the departure of the 20:20 Glasgow train from platform 15. Around Joe,
people in suits rushed past with briefcases, ladies with prams fiddled with bags
and bottles, and a dark-haired couple in ski-jackets were kissing with unabashed
abandon in the centre of the concourse. No-one spared a glance for the welldressed blond man in shiny, black Oxfords and a Burberry coat. London was full
of men who looked just like him. This, Joe was counting on.
The train for Liverpool Lime Street would be departing soon. Sprinkles would
be wondering where he’d got to. I’ll bring the money, he’d said. You go pack some things
and I’ll meet you on the platform.
First class? She’d asked. Of course, he’d replied with a wink, grabbing her by the
waist and devouring her mouth with his own until she was breathless. When he
finally released her, a tell-tale smear of red lipstick disrupted the unblemished
perfection of her flushed cheeks. Oh Joe, she’d purred.
Poor Sprinkles, she was a nice girl. In another life, maybe they could have had
something really good together. Just the thought of her soft skin against his sent
lustful vibrations through his body. Enough, he thought. She had fulfilled her
purpose. The plan had succeeded. He didn’t need her now. The only relationship
he’d ever needed was with the bricks of cash in the bag, soft and heavy at his side.
He tightened his grip on the handle and headed for platform 15.

16

On Track

Quintessentially
British
David Clarkson
The old man sat on his bench in the centre of town, opposite the war monument,
which was of course fenced off to guard it from the threat of vandals and yobbos, and
other such undesirables. He wondered if graffitiing public areas was so much different
from when dogs mark their territory by cocking their leg and pissing on the ground,
or on a tree.
Britain. The British Isles. Great Britain.
“Britannia Rule the Waves.”
He spat on the floor. Whatever made it great, exactly? He directed this question to a
nearby pigeon, who didn’t reply.
Could it be pots of tea, and shortbread tins commemorating the Queen’s Jubilee?
Our best China and stately homes? Miss Marple and Sherlock Holmes?
The London Eye and bow ties, chips with gravy and Shepherds Pies?
“A stiff upper lip”, and “toodle pip”?
Tiny flags and Tesco bags, Aston Martins and E-type Jags?
The old man took a sip from his tin of lager and continued to ponder.
What about Bowler hats and flat caps, Bobbies on the beat, Oxford Street?
Red phone boxes and letterboxes, Trainspotters and Derick Trotters?
Fish & chips in newspaper, lawn bowls and Greggs the Baker?
Tacky signs on high streets announcing “Bon Appetit! Paris in Peckham”, with such
Parisian delicacies as Fish & Chips, Pie Meal Deal, and [nothing screams French Cuisine
quite like] GIANT ENGLISH BREAKFAST.
…Viva La France!
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The old man scoffed and took another sip, emptying the dregs of his tinny into his
gang and mob. The sun was now setting, partially obscured by a tower block. Pigeons
cooed and scavenged the bins for food.
Perhaps it’s Brexit and anti-immigration, political corruption, and hyper-inflation.
A tainted history of colonialism dressed as bravery, systematic racism, and slavery.
Folks voting for right-wing parties and sharing videos of Tommy Robinson rallies but
do of course continue to drive your Hyundais and Nissan Micras, drink your Heineken
and Stella, and gobble down your Vindaloos and your Chow Mein.
The pigeon flew off.
A wave of sadness came over the old man.
He sighed deeply.
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Slovakian Idioms
Lubos Urcikan

- Best defense is offence
- Don't paint the devil on the wall
- Calm as an Englishman
- He went on a dog thirties
- To have a fortune from the hell
- The lie has short legs
- To climb upon nerves
- It's like throwing peas on the wall
- This is as useful to me as a coat to the dead
- To walk around hot porridge

- Najlepšia obrana je útok.
- Nemaľuj čerta na stenu.
- Pokojný ako Angličan.
- Vyšiel na psí tridsiatok.
- Mať s pekla štastie.
- Lož má krátke nohy.
- Liesť niekomu na nervy.
- Je to ako hádzať hrach na stenu.
- Je mi to platné ako mŕtvemu kabát.
- Chodiť okolo horúcej kaše.
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The Six Words Every
Mother Needs To Hear
Nicola Wiggins
I just need to sleep.
That was, undeniably, the
main thought running
through my head in the
first few months after my
eldest, Little O, was born.
That, and ‘what the hell
have I done’, ‘where did I
put the sodding Sudocrem’
and wondering when my
downstairs would stop
feeling like the aftermath
of a nuclear explosion.
It won’t be like this forever.
That was what my
mother-in-law said to
me. It will get better.
I can’t remember exactly when she first said it. I can only assume it was on one of the
many occasions I sat slumped at her kitchen table, face planted on the granite, coffee
mug in hand.
It became my mantra. I repeated it to myself as I wore the bedroom carpet down,
rocking a colicky baby in the early morning darkness. I told it to myself when an
explosive poop meant a hasty retreat from the garden centre/supermarket/post
office/all of the above. I remembered it when the midwife peered with a stern eye at
his growth chart. And when I sat in Costa Coffee, forlornly staring at the empty zip
pocket where the clean breast pads should be, as milk slowly seeped through my top.
And – a personal favourite - when my childless friends checked into the pub or theatre
or Spain on Facebook.
It won’t be like this forever.
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As my baby grew and the issues of posseting and poop and leaky boobs morphed into
those of teething, food allergies and separation anxiety, I again reminded myself that
it was only temporary. I would get through it. It would pass, eventually, and slowly I
would reclaim some of my life back.
And it was true. The sleepless nights gradually reduced until he finally slept through
and a nap routine developed. I switched to formula, for his sake as well as my own,
which meant family members could take a turn at feeding. His awareness of the world
around him increased. He could play, so I could play with him. He learned to walk, so
we explored the garden. His attention span grew, we began to enjoy stories together.
It won’t be like this forever.
Before I knew it, he wasn’t a baby anymore. No longer could I carry the length of his
delicate body along one arm. The tiny, grasping fingers learned to draw. The soft
fontanelle which once pulsed beneath soft baby skin and feathery hair disappeared,
now protected by bone.
It won’t be like this forever.
His chubby frog legs
straightened out and now
wiggled and kicked to escape
the change mat. That tiny
mouth
that
searched
instinctively for milk now
prefers ice cream and sausages
and orange squash. The wide
eyes that watched my face
intently will now happily glue
themselves to the telly at any
given opportunity.
It won’t be like this forever.
The head that could snooze
(and
for
a
time
would only snooze) on my
shoulder will now rarely do the same, save for the post-swimming car-to-house
transfer and the odd late evening at Nana and Grandads. The days when it was still
just me and him, with no little brother vying for my attention, when he had me, all of
me, and didn’t have to share. Those days are fewer and a rare treat now.
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And I know, in just a few years, he won’t come running to me for cuddles. He won’t
need my help to dress, to make lunch, to go out and visit friends. The tantrums will
transition to sulks and my kisses at the school gate will be greeted with a shrug and an
‘Oh, Muuuum…’
Soon I’ll be the one vying for his attention and yearning for those bittersweet years of
nappies and midnight lullabies when I told myself
- it won’t be like this forever.
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The Demon Within
Stacey Fitch & David Clarkson
U.S. Marshall Jackson Moreau shuffled in his seat and brushed the silvery-grey hair from his face.
As his hand ran back down his haggard face, he felt the shadow of stubble from the last few
days. He’d been working in Louisiana on a murder case when he had been reassigned by his superiors
to transport the Cat.1 prisoner who now sat opposite him. His leather jacket obscured the steel
handcuffs that bound her right arm to the chair in the first-class suite that they alone shared.
At least this was a simple assignment: deliver
his prisoner to New York and grab a flight home to
Missouri for some much-needed rest.
Even in the first-class private suite, there
“At least this was a simple
wasn’t enough space to stretch out his long legs; instead,
assignment: deliver his prisoner to
they bowed outwards into the aisle as he tried to get
New York and grab a flight home
himself comfortable for the four-hour flight.
to Missouri for some much-needed
One of the older air hostesses smiled at him as
rest..”
she made her way to the rear of the aircraft. She looked
vaguely familiar to him. Even with his keen eye for detail
and faces, it was hard to tell for sure. Her make-up
obscured any individuality, and the navy-blue uniform
didn’t help matters. All that remained was another blonde carbon copy interested in the rugged,
handsome Marshall with the Glock pistol on his hip. He used to bask in the adoration his profession
brought. Now it just made him cringe.
“If you need anything, sugar, you just press that buzzer.”
She leant over him as she gestured to the buttons overhead, letting her fingers drag delicately over his
shoulder she returned to the rear of the plane. Despite a lack of interest, his gaze followed her as she
walked away. Expensive perfume wafted up his nose. He couldn’t place the scent.
A gap between the velvet curtains revealed two fresh-from-college, animated air hostesses
demonstrating where the emergency exits could be found (where they always were), and where the
lifejackets and oxygen masks were stored in case of a sudden emergency. The overly made-up women
each picked up a life jacket and mimed pulling the toggle to inflate it. The one closest to him looked
chipper, as if she hadn’t had to perform this pre-flight ritual on a regular basis.
Nobody ever paid much attention. If the plane did plummet, barring a total miracle, the
lifejackets and masks wouldn’t be of much use to any of the soon-to-be corpses on board. Unless the
plane landed perfectly in the Hudson River, or on top of a giant marshmallow.
Jackson observed the
prisoner sitting opposite him.
She sat stoic, gazing out of the
window. Her face hadn’t yet
betrayed a flicker of emotion.
She looked calm. Her silence
unsettled him.
His prisoner wasn’t tough on
the eyes. She wore a green floral
sundress underneath a denim
jacket with white Nike tennis
shoes. Her amber hair had been
tied back behind her head in a
tidy bun. Her Japanese hairclip
Jackson had confiscated, for
obvious reasons.
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Her casual attire, coupled with
Jackson’s worn jeans and faded emerald polo
shirt made them resemble a couple flying
home from a Spring Break in Miami or off on
a romantic honeymoon in the Bahamas or
Las Vegas, without a care in the world. Not a
grizzled old U.S. Marshall escorting a high
value prisoner back to New York to stand
trial and to give evidence against her bosses
in a billion-dollar case.
Only the keen observer might notice
the cautious way they regarded each other or
his pale complexion against her sun-kissed skin. Or, of course, the flight crew, who had seen them
board ahead of the other passengers and who had been briefed on discretion.
Jackson had worked as a Marshall for the past decade. With all the excitement and adventure that came
with the job, his family life had deteriorated and was now at breaking point.
He had worked with Homeland Security, and before that the FBI, and had been instrumental
in tracking down and incarcerating some of America’s most wanted (or unwanted) undesirables. Yet,
when he pondered back to his early days in the force when he had been at home for family dinners on
most evenings; he regretted the career path that he’d embarked upon and wished that he could turn
back time.
His mind continued to drift from the task at hand. He wondered if he had flown on this plane
before. The blue seat fabric with white and maroon wavy lines looked like most of the planes he had
been on.
“He’s back, Ginny. Did you see that one he has with him this time? A slight little thing. Doesn’t
look like she needs a private escort. Though he could escort me any time he likes.” One of the air
hostesses whispered to her colleague. He could hear the faint conversation behind him and a giggle
reminiscent of teens gossiping in the locker room.
He looked up at his prisoner. Could she hear them? Jackson threw an exhausted yet friendly
smile at her. She continued to stare out of the window at the clouds. He glimpsed her reflection in the
glass and her mind seemed to be elsewhere. Her legs fit comfortably in the space in front of her. He
envied that.
He continued to stare at her. How had she ended up here?
Even after ten years as a Marshall, certain things still boggled Jackson’s mind. This case was
particularly jarring. The young redhead was at least ten years his junior and, despite being double her
age, reminded him of his seventeen-year-old daughter, Stephanie. In addition to their hair and frame,
both the prisoner and his daughter had the same cold stare whenever he spoke; neither one seemed
interested in anything he had to say.
There was no way to change how his daughter felt about him right now. He had been absent
from her life even when he was with her mother. Now, one year into a messy divorce bringing a couple
of indiscretions to her attention, he had no way to fix their relationship. He’d fucked up and he couldn’t
do a damn thing to fix it.
This prisoner was different though. He could use the four-hour plane ride and impart some
words of wisdom to help her turn her life around, perhaps? Wasn’t that what his wife, Jean, had always
wanted him to do – to be more than a man putting his life at risk. Besides, he was pretty sure this was
it for him, the last case he was going to work on.
He hadn’t registered he was staring at her until he saw her adjust her position in her seat. Jean
had once remarked that he had an innate ability to make a woman feel his eyes on them. Now, in
retrospect, he wasn’t sure if it had been a compliment or an insult. Heck, it didn’t matter anymore. His
lawyers had called him earlier that day and the papers were now ready. Soon, there wouldn’t be a Mr
and Mrs Jackson Moreau; instead, he would be alone.
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He rubbed his neck as he pondered his new freedom and the possibilities being single held.
Except it didn’t feel like freedom to him. Perhaps the young woman next to him would disagree. She
had lost any semblance of freedom when she had been captured, and he had a hunch that U.S. justice
system wouldn’t be returning it to her anytime soon.
“Can I get you some dinner, miss? A
drink of some kind?” Even if he couldn’t help her,
his last case could at least be cordial.
She tilted her head, his face appearing in
the reflection in her Ray-Bans. “No, thank you,
Marshall.” The southern twang of her voice was
much more evident than when he had first made
her acquaintance. A subtle hint of her Slavic
heritage poked through. She rolled the second
syllable of Marshall off her tongue.
“A cup of tea, perhaps?”
She angled her body towards him. Her
baby blue eyes concealed by sunglasses. The strong
jawline. The icy stare. She cleared her throat.
“Let me ask you something, Marshall.” It
wasn’t a question,
Jackson nodded. They had time. She waited until
the air hostess had moved out of view.
They sat alone in the suite, no one within earshot.
“I’ll spare you the insult of a meagre bribe. You’re no doubt a man of undoubted integrity. A
good man. I know all about you, your past, and I know you aren’t motivated by financial gain.” She
smiled.
Jackson didn’t respond. He had done this dance many times before. She lowered her
sunglasses.
“You know who I am. You know my importance. You know whom I make money for, and
you know whose protection I am under. Ordinarily, I’d attempt to simply buy you. I’d make you an
audacious offer to tempt you. Let’s go right ahead skip that stage, shall we?
“When this plane lands, I will be released, and then I will disappear, off into the sunset. If you
do not comply with this request, you will be signing the death warrants of every member of your
immediate family.”
Jackson attempted to cut in.
“Please don’t interrupt me, Marshall Moreau. This is not an empty threat, and it is imperative
to the well-being and future prosperity of your family that you understand this point. I do not bluff.
Believe me when I say that measures are already in place. Your ex-wife, Jean Moreau-nee-Lowenstein,
forty-five, a kindergarten teacher. She lives in the town of Doolittle, Phelps County, Missouri with your
beautiful daughter Stephanie, seventeen. You have a lovely house, by the way.
“Your son, Mitchell Moreau, twenty-one, reads law at Harvard. Your parents Rose and
Alberto Moreau, both retired, are of Minneapolis, Minnesota. All these wonderful people will be dead
should I ever face trial.
“Please don’t mistake me as a callous person Marshall Morrell. I am not. I am a businessperson
first and foremost, and this is merely a business deal. I respect you immensely as a person and as an
adversary, but we play the same game, it is a game that I am far more adept at than you. Consider this
a checkmate. Please strongly consider your next move, and the grave ramifications it may hold.”
Control. Absolute control. Manipulate the situation to one’s advantage to force the outcome. Stack the deck.
Your move, Marshall.
“And, in answer to your earlier question, I will have a Vodka Martini. Shaken, on the rocks.”
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The Necklace
Shelbe Moonbeam

Her Necklace
Lay there
Staring at me.
Her necklace
Lay there
Content just to be.
Her necklace
Lay there
Her whole entire life.
Her necklace
Lay there
Cutting … like a
knife.
Her necklace
Lay there
The day we cried.
Her necklace
Lay there
After she moved on.
Her necklace
Lay there
Our Nan … now
gone.
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Novel Extract
Just say nothing
Stacey Fitch

‘…and a scratch card as well please,’ Alan added. The gun-chewing checkout
girl threw a hesitant glance at a frowning Elle before scanning the Scratch and Win! that
Alan had pointed at.
Elle continued to glare at him. She didn’t need to say anything. That one look
conveyed everything she needed.
After 15 long years of marriage, they knew everything about each other. This
particular look was saying, ‘Don’t even think about it’ and ‘we don’t have the money
to waste.’ But it wouldn’t stop Alan. It never did.
Elle pocketed her debit card and Alan collected the scratch card the small bag
of shopping, which contained enough food for tonight’s dinner and not a lot else.
Elle was penny-pinching
in every way she knew how, and
Alan was forever wasting her
hard-earned money, often in the
hope of something more. After
all these years together, he should
have learned. His abundance of
optimism and the way he always
chased for something more was
part of what she had fallen in love
with at first, but ever since he had
lost his job two years ago he had
become a nuisance to live with.
Elle wondered if he would ever
grow up and realise that dreams didn’t come true, and it was time to just get a job –
any job.
This weekend was supposed to be time for them to be a couple. Her mum had
the children staying with her. Elle had hoped that if they spent a bit of time together
as a couple – rather than just as parents – she would be able to get back some of the
spark between them. Instead, Layla and Aaron had been with her mum for just over
an hour and he was already pissing her off. If he was going to waste their money,
couldn’t he spend it on a local paper? Applying for a job would bring in more money.
Why didn’t he see that?
They walked back to the car in silence. They drove home in silence. Well, not
complete silence. The car was playing up again. She heard that familiar crunch
whenever he changed the gear. Maybe they needed a new gearbox? Maybe it was
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something else? She knew as much about cars as Alan did about managing the
household finances. She hoped that it wasn’t about to send them into more debt.
‘A few hours of freedom will do you good,’ her mum had said when she had
picked up the terrible twosome that morning. ‘You need to be more than just a mum.
You need to make time for each other.’ What
she had said had made sense at the time. She’d
felt excited at the prospect of the day but now
she missed the kids. Despite their teenage
“Why did she always have to
tantrums, they were the best thing in her life
be the boring one that said
and, as it turned out, the only thing they had
no?.”
in common anymore.
He broke the silence. ‘Els, Shall we go
out for lunch? We could go into town and
grab a bite at that new place near your office.’
He asked, as if it were something they did all the time.
She mentally totted up the costs: train fare, lunch and maybe a drink. The
calculations were futile. Whether it be £1 or £50 it didn’t make a difference. Her
monthly paycheque just wouldn’t cover anything beyond the essentials.
Why did she always have to be the boring one that said no? It was the same
with the kids. They would ask to go on a school trip, and he’d sign the slip. Elle then
had to play ‘bad mum’ and explain that she just didn’t have enough money for them
to go. Having twins meant twice the cost and a single income wasn’t enough.
‘We can’t.’ Her lips pursed as she said the words, trying hard to stop an
argument from slipping out.
‘Sure we can,’ replied Alan, his eyes dancing with excitement as he waved
around the scratcher. ‘We could be millionaires!’ She wasn’t sure if it was more
frustrating that he understood that money
was an issue and he didn’t seem to care
instead of just failing to see the problem.
‘Come on, Els. You scratch it. You
always bring me luck.’ Resentment bubbled
inside her and she fought the constant
battle to stop herself from telling him to
find his own fucking luck. Resigned, she
grabbed her front door key, her old, faded
wedding photo still attached to her
keychain.
Scratching away the ink, she
uncovered an assortment of symbols. If
they matched the ‘winning symbol’ they
would win. He had never won more than
twenty quid.
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Passing back the scratch card, she turned over the key chain to look at the old
photograph. They looked so happy. Without him, she wouldn’t have the kids, she
reminded herself.
Layla, like Alan, was a dreamer, but she had the determination of Elle, and she
knew that Layla was headed for great things - she wanted to work in advertising. Aaron
was a bit more like his dad. He was always waiting for things to happen for him. Elle
just hoped that he would grow out of it.
‘You’ve only gone and fucking done it, love,’ beamed Alan. He looked giddy
as he swept her up in an awkward hug. She pushed him away. He looked abashed but
it became clear nothing would deter him. He laughed and twirled her around, lifting
her off the ground. Despite herself, she let out a short nervous laugh as she spun.
Taking her misplaced laughter as an invitation he kissed her head in the same way he
did with Layla when she got a good
grade on her homework.
‘Five bloody grand. I knew
today was a good day. What shall
we do, love? I’d love a PS5, or an
Xbox. We could get you a pretty
dress for the office party. We are
rolling in it now!’ He was already
mentally spending the winnings.
She couldn’t bear it any
longer. ‘Five bloody grand, as you so eloquently put it, is not for you to spend on a
computer. We need the money, Alan. You won’t look for a job. I work four days a
week. There are four of us. Surely, even your addled brain can see that one person
can’t support four by working in some crummy, low-paid office job in the city. My
travel expenses alone eat into my take-home pay. Add in food, bills, clothes for the
kids…’ She stopped, aware that she was doing the one thing she had vowed not to do.
‘Come on, love. Just for today, can we just forget all that shit?’ He looked at
Elle, his eyes pleading for her to say yes. She knew she would. She also knew she would
regret it.
‘One hundred pounds,’ she agreed, knowing that even that was ridiculous.
‘Two hundred,’ he countered.
‘Fine. But the rest goes into the bank.’
‘You won’t regret it, love. Let’s go cash it!’ He smiled, looking like a toddler
that had just been given a chocolate cake for breakfast.
They headed into the city on the train. Alan blathered on about possibilities.
Elle tried not to treat him like the child he sounded like.
To be continued …
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Jar
Lubos Urcikan

Milujem vždy vôňu jari
Keď slniečko nám žiari.
V záhrade nám kvitnú prvé kvety
Z diaľky usilovná včielka letí.
Konvalinky, snežienky a ľalie
Farby rôznorodých kvetov nám lúku pokryje.
Z diaľky letí usilovná včielka zbiera sladký nektár do ďžbánku pozor
nech nestupíš na fialku.
Spev drozda, lastovičky či slávika mi do
izby preniká.
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No. 53 East Road
David Clarkson
Even the most observant of passers-by could stroll past No. 53 East Road a hundred times without
ever taking note of its existence. Two identical doors stood opposite one another at the street level
entrance. A sign on the wall indicated that the door to the right led to a dance studio upstairs, while the
door to the left led downstairs, to the vibrant private members club tucked away in a Shoreditch
basement.
It was not a casino. It had no Roulette, nor any Blackjack tables. It was purely a poker room,
and other than the odd game of snooker or backgammon, poker was the game to be found here.
Seven nights a week the
windowless basement of the
cardroom was alive with the
sound of shuffling decks of cards,
and of chips being riffled
addictively.
The
combined
sounds were almost melodic,
almost hypnotic. Down here, the
cards did the talking.
Immaculately
dressed
dealers grafting for minimum
wage plus tips sip espressos and
deal cards robotically until
dawn. They endure the odd
torrent of abuse from a
disgruntled regular or two, but
mostly they are treated with
respect from the players. Some will stay until the last game has broken. It is worth it for the tips on
some nights. Professional masseuses put on their most indecipherable poker faces as they administer
gruelling hour-long massages to men whom in an ideal world they’d rather not be touching, whilst
shrugging off the inevitable misogynistic comments with a fake smile and a forced laugh.
The players, [a maximum of] nine per table, grinded and hustled and gambled away. For the
advanced players – the top 1-5% - winning came quite naturally. Decision making is fluid, and emotion
is held in check so that math and strategy may thrive. For the untalented or inexperienced, winning
comes not so naturally. Sometimes lady luck is with them. Sometimes she is absent.
It truly was a jungle within the basement walls, and it was survival of the fittest. The
professionals were forced to be predatory to maximise their hourly. They preyed on the weaker players,
and on the whales – the rich businessmen who play for fun. Race, gender, religion, background, and
class did not matter on the felt.
Anyone could sit down. Anyone’s money is good.
Poker, in many ways a perfect microcosm of how the real world could be, where a nobody
can sit at [almost] any table and play a game of [mostly] skill. One could pit their wits against players
from various professions. Police officers, well-known actors and directors, and retired footballers would
battle daily against professionals of the game, unemployed degenerates, and drug dealers. At the
conclusion of play, hands will be shaken, and each player would then return to their ordinary lives.
A student sits in the five-seat at table seven. He gives off a façade of confidence, but inside he
is a bundle of nerves. He doesn’t advertise this fact, but the £800 and change in front of him – his
bankroll – was two parts the remains of his student loan and one part his overdraft. Every decision is
vital for his chances of survival down here. His fellow players may seem friendly, but it’s his money that
they’re after, and he wants theirs.
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He knows that his edge at this table is
sizable, and his game is sharp, but financially he
shouldn’t be sitting at this table. He simply cannot
“Anyone could sit down.
afford to lose the amount he sits with, and the game
Anyone’s
money is good.”
is too big. An unlucky run of cards would be
devastating for him. He is brave yet foolish. A skilled
player, yet he cannot afford the inevitable swings that
No Limit Hold’em brings.
He peels his cards [8, 9 of hearts] and then calls the £25 raise from the player in seat one.
Three players including himself see a flop of seven, six, deuce. [7, 6, 2]
After a second round of betting, the dealer collects the chips into the middle, and the turn
card is dealt. A five. [7, 6, 2, 5] After a series of bets, all of the chips make their way into the middle of
the table as the pot swells to over two thousand pounds. Our young hero has turned a straight – the
best hand available [on this board]. It’s known as the nuts, in poker slang. The other two players have
our hero’s stack covered.
One has an over pair, and thus he cannot win the hand. He’s already pulling out more money
to reload. He cares not of the outcome of this hand. He signals to the cashier. Reload, table seven, the
dealer bellows to his Lithuanian colleague.
The other gentleman – although he chooses to not yet show his hand - has a set of sixes, or
three of a kind, and a 21.43% chance to send our hero to the cleaners, should the board happen to pair
up. He sits stoic and emotionless. Financially, the outcome of this pot won’t matter much to him. Our
hero is sweating this next card far more than his opponent. He is atheist, yet in his head he prays to
somebody up above. The pot is over £2,400, and after the rake is taken, he’ll have around £2,350. He
just needs his hand - the best hand - to hold.
His part is now done. The outcome is out of his hands. It’s up to the Poker Gods to decide.
One card will determine whether he’ll have all the chips, or zero chips. His body is shaking, but he tries
to sit still. Can the other players see how much he is sweating? He truly hopes not.
78.57%. Nearly four in five times.
Hands trembling, he takes a deep breath. He pretends this is just a run of the mill hand. No
big deal. He involuntarily gulps. His eyes are locked on the dealer’s hands. He tries to compose himself.
After a dramatic pause, the dealer eventually tables the final card – the river. It is the five of
spades, pairing the board. [7,6,2,5,5] Our hero stares from the river card up at the man across the table
from him anxiously, searching for an acknowledgement that the pot is his to collect. His hand is no
longer the nuts. Any full house beats him.
The face of the man across the table from him exudes a small flicker of confidence. In our
hero’s heart, he already knows he has been outdrawn.
The man smugly reveals his hole cards: pocket sixes. [6,6] A full house, trumping our hero’s
straight.
The sinking feeling hits home instantly. Our youngnow-broke-hero taps the table habitually with his knuckles
and sends his cards flying face down into the muck. The
gravity of the loss is sinking in. His face betrays his façade.
Defeat. Emptiness.
The shuffling for the next hand has already begun. The
dealer can only deal to active players, and as our hero has
no chips left, he is dealt out. He remains seated, staring at
the empty felt where his chips were stacked less than five minutes ago.
He stands on legs that are now made of jelly. He tucks his chair in.
Would you like me to save your seat? enquires the Romanian dealer. It’s asked out of politeness.
Our young hero shakes his head sadly. Not tonight. Sometimes it’s your night, and sometimes it isn’t.
When you hit rock bottom, the only way is up.
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Amy’s Eyes
Stacey Fitch
(Strong language, themes)
I sit shaking behind the bannister, looking through the posts into the room below.
Tears stream down my face, making it feel funny. I want Mummy to tell me everything will be
alright. I don’t think it is. I pull my toy seal closer, pulling his silky fur to my face. He smells
of washing powder and
strawberries.
Dad’s shouting at
Mummy. His voice is angry.
Angrier than when I drew that
picture on his bedroom wall
with my new crayons. I’d
wanted to do something special
for him. He didn’t like that
picture. I’d drawn us all playing
together. He screamed at me
and dragged me into the
cupboard. His fingers left red
marks on my arms. It was cold
and dark in the cupboard; I
cried all night. Scared there
might be spiders. I clung to Seal then too, as I imagined long spider legs scuttling across my
skin. In the morning, when he left for work, Mummy let me out. I knew Mummy had been
crying because her face was red and blotchy – just like now.
Mummy said sorry a lot that day and held me as tight as I hold Seal. She spent the
morning repainting the bedroom wall; she covered up my picture. She covered up the red
marks. I haven’t drawn since.
Dad’s hands are raised as he shouts. Mummy edges back towards towards the pale
wall. Dad’s shadow looks like it will swallow her. I’m not sure why Mummy cries; he told her
not to. He picks up the mug I made. It has a picture of Daddy with his car. Mummy always
gives him that mug; it took me ages to make. My mug flies then shatters ... against the wall.
It’s gone. It’s lucky it misses Mummy’s head. I think the drink was still hot because, as the tea
splashes, Mummy grabs her face. Now, she is on the floor crying again. Should I go and help her?
Or should I stay here?
I grip my seal tighter and hope she will stop crying. The tears make him angrier.
‘You’re home all day. Whilst I’m out working to support you, all you do is lounge around this
house. I don’t ask you for much, Sarah. All I needed you to do was to wash my shirt for my
meeting, and you couldn’t even manage that. Is it really that hard? Are you really that fucking
stupid?’ his voice gets louder.
‘I’m sorry,’ Mummy says. ‘I’m sorry.’
He sneers as he points at Mummy. With each jab of his finger, she sinks closer to the
ground. Her hand still cradling her cheek like when I hold my pet hamster.
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‘You’re fucking useless; I don’t know why I married
you. You can’t do anything. It’s not even as if you’re pretty.
You’re half the woman you once were. You’re nothing.
You’re less than nothing.’
He keeps yelling. He doesn’t make any sense - how
could she be half a woman? Mummy’s always busy. She’s
always cleaning and cooking. But, everything she does at
home doesn’t matter. I know she'll be punished. Like the
time he shut me in the cupboard.
Dad leaves the room and comes back with the iron.
The iron had been on the ironing board in the kitchen, where
it was when he’d arrived home. Mummy’s shaking now. He’s
still shouting.
‘See, Sarah, it’s not that difficult. You plug it in and
it heats up.’ He hits the plug into the socket.
He stands over her and looks like he will hit her. She
looks small like a helpless spider as a large foot comes down
ready to squash it. She’s asking him not to hurt her. I can’t
hear much because I am crying too much. Should I go and
help her? Mummy says I should stay away from him when he
is like this.
I don’t mean to go. I always try to listen to Mummy
but I can’t stop my legs. I am shouting for her and running
towards her. I fall into her arms. The iron is getting closer to
us.
‘Amy, this isn’t about you,’ he scowls like that evil
man in the panto Mummy took me to. ‘See what you’ve
done, Sarah. See what you’ve created.’
I know I’ve made things worse.
‘This is grown-ups’ business, Amy. It isn’t anything
to do with you. You have to learn to stay away when you’re
not wanted.’ He’s angrier now. Much angrier.
He still has the iron.
I feel the pain before I realise what is happening. I
fall backwards. Mummy gets up. She is screaming. I am
crying. Dad is shouting.
Then, Mummy has her favourite vase and it shatters.
Green shards of glass shower to the ground. Dad falls. It’s
quiet.
‘I’m so sorry, Amy,’ says Mummy, holding me tight.
Dad doesn’t care anymore. His eyes look up at the
ceiling as the blood pours from his head onto the cream
carpet. I know he will be cross about the stain.
‘It’s alright now, it’s all alright now,’ Mummy
promises, stroking my hair. ‘Daddy won’t hurt you again.’
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Getting Caught
Shelbe Moonbeam
(Part of a much longer collection of adult ‘uncanny’ Ice Cream fiction Shelbe has created for
publication Autumn 2022.)

voice.

‘Guess what happened Lemon?’
‘What Strawberry! What!’ Lemon asked with anxiety in her voice.
‘Johnny the driver had his ice cream exam the other day.’
‘Yer and what’s so exciting about that?’ Lemon sounded disappointed.
‘I heard.’ shouted Vanilla.
‘I’m telling the story Vanilla not you,’ Strawberry was angry, you could hear it in her

She always likes to get in on the act, I never get to tell anything when SHE’s around.
‘Will someone tell me what happened to Johnny the driver when he had his exam?
PLEASE’.
Lemon was dying to know what had happened but sadly she would have to wait a
little longer as Johnny the driver opened the red and white striped van door.
‘What’s up with Johnny the driver? He looks so sad.’ Pistachio whispered.
‘Of course he’s sad, so would you be if you got caught’

35

On Track

‘Vanilla, will you SHUT UP! I’m telling what happened not you’ Strawberry was ery
cross with Vanilla now.
‘Ok! Ok! Don’t Get your knickers in a twist, oh I forgot, you’re an ice cream you
don’t wear knickers.’
Vanilla had so much laughter in her voice, she nearly made her tub move.
‘Vanilla STOP! Lemon shouted.
But she was laughing too.
‘This is no laughing matter you two. Please! Johnny the driver could lose his job.’
Strawberry was really upset now.
‘Ok we we’re sorry.’ both Lemon and Vanilla replied together.
But as they looked at each other, they both burst out laughing again. Once the pair
of them had stopped, Lemon whispered to Vanilla, ‘tell me what happened.’
Strawberry heard her and shouted, ‘don’t you dare tell Lemon, this is my story you
probably don’t know anyway.’
‘Oh yes I do I tell ya, I do’.
‘Go on then tell her.’
‘Errrr, something to do with cheating, was it?’
With that Flake woke up
‘Cheap! What’s cheap? I don’t think a ninety-nine Ice cream that actually costs two
ninety-nine is cheap and why do they call it ninety-nine if it’s two ninety-nine? Why
don’t they just call it a two ninety-nine ice cream, makes more sense to me.’
‘For God’s sake Flake no one mentioned the word cheap, it was cheating, go back
to sleep you’re good at that.’ Strawberry was getting angrier by the minute.
‘Will someone please just tell me why Johnny the driver is so sad. That’s all I want
to know.’ Lemon asked impatiently.
‘I told you, he was cheating.’ Vanilla said.
‘CHEAP! WHAT’S CHEAP?
‘FLAKE, SHUT UP AND GO BACK TO SLEEP!’ They all shouted.
‘Cheating? Never! I don’t believe you, not our Johnny the driver, he would never do
that.’
Lemon sounded so surprised, she never thought Johnny the driver would ever do
anything as bad as CHEATING.
‘Right who’s telling this story Vanilla? Me or You?’
‘Go on then, you tell her.’
‘Do you know what, I actually cannot be bothered now, it seems so long ago that I
started this story, you have just ruined it vanilla, ruined it. You tell her go on, if you
think you know, you tell her.’
‘Actually I have no idea what happened.’ Vanilla sniggered, ‘No idea.’
By this time all the ice cream flavours were all wondering what Johnny the driver had
been up to, that made him look so sad that day. They all begged Strawberry to tell
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them. So, after a while Strawberry agreed to tell them what had happened. She went on to
explain how that morning Johnny the driver had, had his yearly ice cream exam.
He had to do an exam every year explaining what different types of ice cream he was selling,
how much they all were and what were the favourite ice creams for that year. Unfortunately,
because Johnny the driver had been doing it for so long and was now very old, he sadly
couldn’t remember. So, what he did was he wrote all the ice cream flavours and prices on his
hand and just as he was looking at the answers, the examiner walked by. So, you see the only
way Johnny the driver could pass the exam was by cheating and he got caught.
‘No way! I don’t believe you, Johnny the driver would never do that?’ Lemon
replied in disbelief.
‘He did I tell you he did.’ Strawberry said.
Strawberry then went on to tell all the ice cream flavours how Johnny the driver got
told to leave the exam room and the examiner would be in touch with him.
‘What do you think will happen to him now?’ Vanilla questioned the other ice cream
flavours.
‘We don’t know,’ all the flavours said together, ‘but look at his face he looks so sad.’
With that Flake woke up from his sleep again and shouted. ‘BAD! Who’s been bad’
and then fell back to sleep again.
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The Mother Next Door
Nicola Wiggins
The coiffured banker's wife puts the
children to bed then sits alone in her
mansion. She waits for a husband who'll be
home late again. Her watch is Cartier and her
handbag Dior, but she risks more than a
broken nail if she questions his absence.
She must have the perfect life, thinks the new mum who sits sobbing in the dark,
desperately searching the internet for an answer to why her baby won't stop crying. She tries
to comfort him, but he seems to sense her anguish and the misinterpreted rejection cuts deeper
into her fraying inner strength.
‘She has it so much easier with one,’ says the mother of two. ‘At least she can sleep
when the baby sleeps. She's so lucky,’ she sighs, as she is tag-teamed by her toddler's lunchtime
protestations and the baby's carrot puree splatter art. When, for the tenth time that day, her
eldest takes a disliking to the baby's mere existence, she
wonders again if she has what it takes to be what they need.
‘Two is a doddle!’ scoffs the mother of three. ‘At
least she has the same number of hands as children! She's
so lucky,’ she says, as she wonders how to meet the loan
repayments for the people carrier on the driveway. The
guilt multiplies as she unfairly judges herself on her ability
to give her children the equal attention they deserve.
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‘I don't know how she can moan with only three,’ the mother of six mutters,
longing for a break from the daily cycle of wash-dry-iron-repeat. ‘I'm always in demand,
never free; never without someone tugging on my arm for something or other. And do
they even know how much it costs to feed a family of eight?’
‘I wish I had that much support,’ sighs the single mum, watching the mother of
six's teenage son playfully distracting his baby brother whilst helping his mum load the
shopping bags into the car. The single mum picks up the phone again and re-dials her ex's
number, hoping this time the promises remain intact.
She must enjoy so many cherished moments, thinks the working mum, awash
with guilt as she swipes through pictures of her child giggling in the arms of someone else.
She turns back to her computer, disappointed to find the only part-time opportunities
available are effectively a demotion. The pay doesn't even cover childcare.
‘If only I could have it all,’ whispers the woman in the clinic. The woman born to
fit the role of mother so well it could be stamped on her soles and sewn into her seams.
The woman who longs to feel the aches and pains and sickness of pregnancy, but upon
whom Mother Nature has never granted that blessing. The woman with the longing gaze
and the hollow heart.
But the doctor has good news. The results are positive and suddenly she is flying.
She smiles in the mirror, seeing a baby swaddled in cloth reflected before her. Then muddy
boots and school ties. Then a young man at an alter and maybe, just maybe, more little
fingers begging for cookies at the kitchen countertop.
Meanwhile, the banker's wife fingers the bruises on her ribs and finding a strength
she never knew she had, rises from her chair. She calls Refuge, packs her bags and takes
the kids out of school. This fight is not just for her, but for them too.
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The new mum calls the health visitor, dropping the façade of a woman in control.
She sobs again. Though this time it's with relief, as she realises it's OK to ask for help when
you need it.
The mother of six declares 'enough is enough' and calls the mother of two, who
immediately books herself a babysitter and steers her old friend out of the door. ‘Take some
time, love,’ she says, ‘I'll sort this lot.’
Later that night, the mother of three calls the mother of two. She tells her husband,
‘Friday night is ladies' night’. He gives her the thumbs up. ‘No problem.’
The single mum, instead of relaying another apology, realises her love is enough,
that she is enough and her son already has the strong and compassionate role model he needs.
The working mum eyes her reflection in the glass door before her, scrutinising the
clean lines of her tailored dress and the shine of her new shoes. A better life is there for the
taking. She needs it. She deserves it.
Gripping her CV, she
strides into the lobby and
presents herself for interview. A
few minutes later she is greeted
by a woman with beautifully
coiffured hair and a Cartier
watch. As they shake hands,
each recognises the strength
reflected in the other’s eyes.
‘So,’ says the lady. ‘Are
you ready?’
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In loving memory
Of our sweet little girl
Shelbe Moonbeam
Her Resting Place
The time we spent with her
Was so precious and so true.
The days, weeks, years gone by
We all still think of you.
Your tiny body lay in my hand
Like a small bird, so still.
No feelings upon this earth
Did you ever get to feel?
The glowing sun upon your face
The coolness of the night-time breeze.
The crunching snow, under your feet
As it begins to glow and freeze
The things we take for granted
You never got to see.
Now we live for you my dear
In every breath we breathe.
Ten years have gone
Now time has passed us by.
The day our souls will be as one
That day is when I die.
For now my Little Moonbeam
I say goodbye to you.
Sleep well my little princess
I’ll be back to see you soon.
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Don't Grow Up Too Quickly,
My Darlings
Nicola Wiggins

I'm going to hold my hands up and admit I cried over a buggy today. No, it didn't roll over
my toes - I sold our travel system. And it felt like the biggest milestone yet.
I know it's just a thing, a machine, a collection of metal bits and pieces but there are some
huge memories attached to those spokes. Like how I needed to have the car seat at just the
right angle to get it to lift out properly. Of feeling pretty damn pleased with myself for fitting
three big bags of food shopping in the basket underneath. Mum's first solo trip with it as a
Grandmother, down the road. And how it eventually served to transport two little beating
hearts instead of just one (hush now, ovaries. Hush.)
I feel we're at a real turning point in our parenting journey at the moment (I can't believe I
just used the term 'journey,' but there it is, sorry).
My toddler keeps reminding us how much of a little boy he's growing into and my pre-schooler
sits within spitting distance of becoming a proper student. I bought my first school jumper
today and I felt like a visitor in a foreign country buying souvenirs for the trip home. Except
this time I'm staying.
Both boys are in a consistent bedtime routine and S and I are even considering the possibility
of making date nights a more regular occurrence. We're not talking a weekly event here, but
even once a month would give us that bit of extra time to recall how it felt to be a couple of
people in love, not just parents of children together.
Time is moving on. The boys are growing up.
We've brought down the potties from the attic and R
has christened both to rapturous applause. Soon we'll
be transitioning him from his cot to a proper bed and I
won't have any babies or toddlers left. No need for
nappies or dummies or highchairs or stair gates. O will
be in reception; I'll be a school mum. Maybe there'll
even be Lego in the house. Somehow Lego feels like a
milestone in its own right.
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Every parent knows how bloody bloody irritating it is to
be told 'enjoy this time', 'make the most of it', or my
particular favourite: 'be grateful'. Like we don't realise how
precious this time is and how lucky we are. We know. Trust
me, we know. But it's also sometimes really hard to see the
poo for the pile of stinky nappies.
When O just laughs at me when I tell him off or yells the
length the supermarket purely because R's in the grip of
brotherly love and wants to cuddle him in the shopping
trolley. When R has a meltdown at the dinner table. Or
when all hell breaks loose because I closed the bathroom
door to have a wee (OH MY GOD - I HAVEN'T DIED!
I'M STILL HERE!).
Or when their bath time shenanigans lead to an
unwelcome hole in the ceiling of my downstairs loo, accompanied by the drip-drip of bathwater
through it.
Yes, that actually happened.
But I'm not wishing myself out of it. God, I wouldn't trade my motherhood for all the tea in
China, margaritas in Malibu, not even for all the Pringles in Tesco (although I'd be quite
tempted). And I know, ten years from now, I'll be sitting in my clean-ish, tidy-ish, change-mat
free-living room reminiscing about how cute they were, about their chubby ice-cream smeared
faces, the way they get their words wrong and how urgently I was needed to join in with their
monster chases and superhero rescue missions.
There are so many moments that I wish I could snap with my camera to keep for prosperity,
but I can't. I can't snap the smell of a freshly washed baby. I can't snap the cheeky one-liners
or the acts of brotherly kindness. I can't snap my pride, or a giggle, or a burp or a squeezy
cuddle. I can't snap how it feels to be needed. Not just for comfort but for simple things like
the tying of a shoelace or the zip of a coat.
Before I know it, those needs will have vanished, evaporated into the memories of the past.
They'll be tying their own laces, making their
own breakfast and I'll be superfluous but for
wifi passwords and laundry requests. Don't let
it come too soon.
I know I said I wanted a lie in and afternoons
to myself and adult-only holidays. But I think I
can wait just a little bit longer. Not too long,
mind. Just a little bit. Just time for one more
cuddle.
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Pain
Shelbe Moonbeam

The pain he was feeling
Was deep down inside.
The pain he was feeling
His face couldn’t hide.
The pain he was feeling
He just couldn’t say
The pain he was feeling
Got stronger by day.
The pain he was feeling
He knew it was time.
The pain he was feeling
Those stairs he must climb
The pain he was feeling
Would be gone the next day
The pain he was feeling
Disappeared
As he
floated away.
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Chapter Three
Lubos Urcikan
Extract from Chapter Three - Lubos’ novel in development
I woke up into a frosty December’s morning in my log cabin where I had spent the night. A
quick look through the window indicated that snow was still falling and was the first time I
realized this house is surrounding by beautiful nature. Impatiently I went downstairs where
my grandma and a few family members were having breakfast.

‘Have you been sleeping well my dear?’
‘Yes, very well thank you Grandma.’
‘Remember, if you sleep at an unknown place for the first time and you wish
something it may come true. Don’t tell anyone and keep your secret with you.’
I nodded.
‘Now is the right time to get to know all of your family. This is your Uncle James. He
is the strongest man in the house.’
Everybody laughed with Uncle James.
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‘And this is your Auntie Mary. She is the best cook in all of Keswick.’
‘Your Grandma is exaggerating, as she always does.’
‘No, Mary everything that Helen said is true. I don’t know a kinder, more loving
person than you.’
‘And a great chef too.’ Added Helen.
‘A chef? Me a chef? You both must have gone crazy.’
‘Tell me who can manage everything better in the house than you?’
‘And her delicious food as well. I dare to say.’ Added Helen.
Everybody laughed.
‘Oh, thank you and enough because you make me blush.’
A door opened and girls my age or older came in.
‘Hey both of you come here and say hello to your cousin Mark.’
‘Lili and Catherine, this is Mark your cousin.’
‘We are pleased to meet you cousin.’
‘I am also happy to meet you too.’ I replied.
‘Now go to play children and take Mark with you.’
When door shut James spoke first.
‘Well Helen, my eyes were on stalks as Mary has spoken of your visit. Could you tell
us what exactly had happened and what brought you here?’
‘Actually, my daughter Doris had dropped a bombshell on me when she sent me a
letter and briefly announced that she needs me to come as soon as is possible. When I arrived,
I have seen how miserably the child had been treated so I made a decision to come here.’
‘Was it so bad?’ Mary asked.
‘Doris’ monster in law is the cause of all the evil.’
‘What? The old lady from the wedding party?’
‘She is a devil incarnate I tell you.’
‘Okay, we will help you to rescue this unhappy boy. Do you have any plans?’
‘You bet I do.’
To be continued …
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Returning
Stacey Fitch
Her eyes stared at him. Everything had been leading to this moment. Yet now, after all this time, he couldn’t
bear to part with her. He bent down and stroked her powdery white skin, dragging his fingers over every contour
of her body one last time. He didn’t have long left; he needed to allow time for her to be discovered before the
sea consumed her for its own. He had underestimated how much time it would take. It wasn’t like him. Up
until now, he had everything meticulously planned. Now he could feel his control slipping away, and it was
beginning to anger him. But, he couldn’t rush this. He would know better for next time. Right now, he had to
savour each moment - the way that her blue dress clung to her skin, the way her hair moved in the evening sea
breeze, and the way it felt to take her life.
Carla sat in the two-tone leather front seat of her black Audi A4 gasping for breath.
Her blood pounded in her ears like a blacksmith hammering a piece of stubborn iron. She
balled her fists, sunk her nails into her palms and focused on trying to slow down each breath
the way she had been shown. With a trembling hand, she flicked down the small panel on the
sun visor over the driver’s seat and reached for the creased photograph of Luca tucked inside.
Focusing on the picture of her son dressed in his school uniform and on evening out her
ragged breaths.
She leaned forward in the
seat. ‘you can do this,’ she
said as she felt her breath
return to normal. Her
panic

attack

was

subsiding but she still felt
uneasy. ‘You can do this,’
she repeated. This time
her voice had steadied.
No matter how many
times she had repeated
that same mantra over the last eight months she wasn’t sure she believed it. Now, she had to
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make it true. She couldn’t return to her bed sobbing; she knew if she went back to that version
of herself again she may never find the strength to get up.
The darkness of the events last autumn shaded her outlook. Although there were days
the light seeped back when she was with Luca, she felt as if she were wearing glasses with a
dark tint; everything seemed hazy. Even though she was still fighting to get her life back, it
was shrouded in darkness all the time.
Looking up at the now uncovered mirror on the sun visor, she saw her pale
complexion punctuated by the speckling of freckles that spread across her angular nose. She
touched the scar along the edge of her face, tracing the puckered line from where it peaked
from the collar of her shirt up towards her eye. Despite living with it for months, it still felt
foreign. Some days she tried to treat it as a mark of survival but on others, like today, it was
like a neon sign that reminded her of everything that had happened. Flipping the sun visor
back into place with the photo safely returned, she smoothed her cropped brown hair away
from her face and composed herself.
It was her first homicide case in eight months. With her job being part of who she
was, she was determined not to let it go. In spite of everything, she clung to it like a child
clinging to their baby blanket; no one would take this away from her.
The tapping at the window startled her. Snapped away from her thoughts, she
returned to the detective everyone knew.
Opening the door, she climbed out of the car and dusted out creases from her grey
suit. Looking at the detective, Ben, a man she had now known for five years, she refocussed
her attention.
‘What have we got?’ she asked, placing her keys into her internal suit pocket. It was
five o’clock on a Saturday morning and it wouldn’t be long before the families arrived at the
beach in droves.
Ben’s eyes darted away, looking towards the scene 50 metres ahead. Carla glanced out
at the shoreline and remembered bringing Luca here last summer. They had enjoyed splashing
in the waves and had spent hours enjoying the arcade after the rain clouds had rolled in. She
could still remember the feel of the chilling ocean lapping at her feet. The smell of the seaweed
reminded her of a time when she’d felt safe. The electronic buzz from the machines was gone
- replaced by the low-level chatter of a smattering of officers surveying the shoreline. The tide
continued to dance over the barnacled rocks and reach towards the beach.
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Carla looked at her watch; they had a
matter of hours to collect their
evidence and remove the body
before the waves would fall inwards
and erase any clues they may find.
She could see the white tent already
erected ahead. The movements of
the tide coupled with the imminent
arrival of journalists and beach-goers
with their smartphones meant they
didn’t have long.
‘Ben, what do we know?’ she
asked again.
‘Carla…’ he started. She raised an
eyebrow.
‘Carla…’ he started again. ‘We
found her. They shouldn’t have
called you. They didn’t know…’
words cascaded from Ben. She could
see his pain now. His eyes were
glassy.
Carla steadied herself on the wooden
bin to her left. She looked Ben in the
eye. He paused.
‘It’s Rina,’ she said as clearly as she could muster.
Ben nodded.
They stood still and let the full impact of what they were saying hang between them.
Rina was dead. The timing, the location, the victim – it was personal. It was for her. He was
back.
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Monster of the Deep
Shelbe Moonbeam

Preparing to pounce on his pray, the monster of the deep, the king of the murky waters, lived
in the dark and gloomy shadows amongst the undergrowth marsh. He lay still like a corpse,
with only a fraction of his body, protruding out of the water from the cold still lake. His
elongated snout and his marble like eyes, peaking out over the waters crust. He made no
movement, so as not to make his presence known, he wanted to be undetected to the human
eye. His leathery skin would be covered in oblong thorn like scales, arranged in transverse
rows, helping to make his back bullet proof, this would be covered by the darkness of the
water, no movement, no noise,
watching and waiting, quietly
for his banquet to arrive. For
him to feast.
He wasn’t particular in
what

he

would

devour,

whatever came across his path,
would be as delicious to him, as
a hot roast beef Sunday lunch is
to us.
As

he

waited patiently, no

ripples, did he make, for at a
glance, from a human eye, he
could have even been mistaken for a small floating log, that had been making its way around
the swamp waters for the longest time.
A leaf less twig stands tall and grows upwards, a useful place for a bird to fly to and
land and rest, before being spooked and flying off in a hurry. Small like creatures would appear
like magic, from under the waters deep and use the skeleton like fingers, as a place to feel the
cool breeze and take in the crisp fresh air, then scurry back down to the waters deep
for protection from the creatures that would lurk above.
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Ebony
Nicola Wiggins
Ebony only stayed for a week. Jim Wilson opened his front door one autumnal Sunday
morning to find her sitting on his doorstep as if she owned it. Her sleek black fur lay slick
against her body and her tail flicked from side to side as if waving to a silent melody.
‘What do you want then?’ he muttered, shielding his weary gaze from the spitting rain.
The cat blinked her intelligent eyes and as if in answer, strutted past him, making herself at
home on his shaggy hearth rug.
Steadying his weight against the mantlepiece, Jim lowered himself to a sitting position
next to her. It was a risky decision at his age and he hoped to goodness he’d be able to get
back up again. He had barely touched her collar to check for identification when it came away
in his hand.
‘Piece of tat,’ he grumbled. They didn’t make things like they used to. He squinted at
the name tag, making a mental note to buy a replacement. The simple five-letter word
scratched into the metal in bold capitals read ‘EBONY’.
The clock on the mantelpiece chimed noon, breaking the quiet calm of the living
room. Jim scratched the cat’s head, her dark fur soft beneath his fingers. He had planned to
turn her back out onto the doorstep, but now lacked the motivation. He found himself lost in
the ticking of the clock, the moan of the wild wind outside and the seduction of his new
friend’s rhythmic purring.
As the last chime rang out, the rain abated and a shot of warm sunlight burst into the
room, lighting up the picture frames lining the fireplace. A wife lost to cancer, forsaken faces
from neglected friendships. They all smiled out; snapshots of frozen memories.
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Ebony rubbed her head against his knee and flicked her lazy tail.
Her arrival seemed to signal the start of a good week for Jim. He surprised himself by
accepting an invitation from George next door to try out the local bowls club. And on
Tuesday, he actually threw back the football that was kicked over the back fence by Mrs Tyler’s
lad, rather than stabbing it with his garden fork as he would normally have done. Best of all,
his fortunes improved. First, with the offer of a part time job on the Thursday and then with
the discovery of a £50 note fluttering between his hostas on Saturday afternoon. Such was his
delight that Jim didn’t notice when Ebony slinked out through his back gate the following
morning.
Across
town, Mrs Annette
Johnson gasped in
surprise, when she
opened her door at
noon to find a black
cat on her doorstep.
As she checked the
collar it came off in
her hand. She tutted
and considered her
uninvited visitor.
‘What do you want then?’
The creature blinked her emerald eyes and strode across the threshold.
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