
Time
     International Writing Competition

Scottish Mental Health
Arts and Film Festival 2016



What does the word ‘time’ mean to you? On its 
simplest level, the choice of theme for the tenth 
Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival 
reflected a desire to look back over our first decade. 
We also wondered whether it might prompt some 
more general thoughts from the various artists we 
work with on changing attitudes over time, or the 
ageing process, or the history of mental ill-health. 
In short, it felt like a theme broad enough for a 
festival that now consists of over 300 events, all 
across the country.

As with all of our annual themes, though, it’s only 
once the work is created that you discover what the 
festival is about. This is especially the case with our 
writing competition, and the range of responses to 
the theme of ‘time’ was inspiring and illuminating. 
Over  people submitted poems, short stories, 
diary entries and other pieces that reflected on 
time in ways that were thoughtful, funny, brave, 
and often unexpected, prompting us to think about 
the meaning of our festival theme in all kinds of 
new ways.

However we could only choose ten, and this 
book compiles the entries that left the strongest 
impression on all of our panel of judges – playwright 
Alan Bissett, poet Jenny Lindsay, writer and VOX 
chair Gordon Johnston, Bipolar Scotland chief 
executive Alison Cairns, and myself.

Congratulations to our ten shortlisted entrants. 
And a huge thank you to everyone else who 
submitted their creative responses to this year’s 
theme. our contributions are as important a part 
of this festival as the programme itself.

Andrew Eaton-Lewis
Arts Lead (Scotland)
Mental Health Foundation
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weans
a wee fingur pokes oot 
fae unner yer mitt
disnae ken whit
it wants tae haud oantae yit
ah try tae
push it back in but
no wantin 
tae get yer wee face aw cut

noo yer strugglin
haufwey comin up Buchanan Street
wishin the hell’s damnation
ye’d stoapped furra seat
sayin ah hink this wean
hiz goat me beat
it’s shooglin that much
it’s knoackin me aff ma feet

an so ah wunner
whit yer hinkin yirsel the noo
noo the same hing’s
gonnae happen tae you
ya wee rascal ye’ll say
whit ah’m ah gonnae do
ye’ve pooked a hole
fur yer fingur tae poke thru

Brian Reid
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‘It’s like travelling in a time machine.’
The young woman opposite looked up 

from her copy of the Metro and offered her 
best response, a forced patronising smile; no 
doubt she assumed that I’ve got dementia, my 
son Colin does.  He believes that the roles have 
reversed, it’s no longer mother that knows 
best but he doesn’t realise that it’s not just my 
memory that’s limited, the doctor explained 
that the cancer will take hold of me before 
dementia does.

I try not to say what I’m thinking out loud 
but occasionally a passing thought slips 
through a gap in the fence, the barrier I’ve 
worked hard to maintain. It takes effort and 
energy to keep your defences strong and I’m 
running short on both, a forgotten birthday, a 
missed doctor’s appointment or the T  left on 
all night. It’s the little things that trip you up 
and leave you flat on your face, and the only 
way to get back on your feet is to reach out and 
accept help. The time is coming when a trip 
like this will be impossible, Colin would say 
that that day’s already here but I’ve ignored 
his warnings to board the time machine and 
within the hour I’ll be in dinburgh.

Miss Metro would simply call it a train. 
That description would be remiss, it’s not any 
old train, if it was then that would make my 
time machine claim sound mad, sad or both. 
And yet this is a special train, or to be more 
accurate, a special train line and one that I 
haven’t travelled on for forty six years. As far as 
I’m concerned that justifies its classification 
as ‘special’ and to be quite frank I don’t care 
if Miss Metro agrees or not, at my age, the 
opinions of strangers, and even Colin, are not 
something I dwell on. I wouldn’t waste time, 
for that is something I’m well aware I have 
little of to spare. 

As the conductor made his way up the 
carriage calling, ‘Tickets from Galashiels 
please’, I rummaged in my purse to produce 
the piece of card, the same shape and size as 
the business cards I used to dish out when I 
was someone people listened to, when they 
looked at me, not through me. 

Miss Metro handed her ticket to the 
conductor and he thanked her while he 
scribbled on it with a pen. She glanced 
across at me as she replaced it in her pocket, 
before fixing her eyes on her mobile phone 
and inviting her thumb to dance a jig across 
the screen. She doesn’t want to talk and she 
doesn’t bother to admire the views as we head 
towards Stow. I want to rip the newspaper from 
her hands and tell Miss Metro to savour this 
moment, that this line hasn’t been open since 
1969, returning to the Scottish Borders for the 
first time since the Waverley oute fell under 
the Beeching axe. Miss Metro isn’t stuck in a 
car where she has to concentrate on the road, 
she should take the chance to appreciate that 
our train will cut through the Moorfoot hills 
and will reach 880 feet, one of the highest 
summits in the ’s rail network at Falahill. 
It will climb past medieval castles, cross the 
river Tweed, and will reuse many original 
bridges and viaducts built  years ago.  But 
these precious details would be squandered 
on someone too immature to realise that if 
you can walk aboard without help, enjoy the 
view without having it described to you and 
chat freely to a fellow passenger then that isn’t 
something you should take for granted. 

Colin knew I was excited about the Waverley 
Line re-opening and he said if I wanted to 
travel on it, he’d take me, I wasn’t to go on my 
own, not these days when my memory is like 
a sieve. I can’t deny that the holes in the sieve 
are getting bigger but when I reminisce there 
are details that are too chunky to slip through 
and be washed down my mind’s plug hole.

A trip in the time machine will add bulk to 
my memories of dinburgh and I will be able 
to dine out on them for as many months as 
I’ve got left.  I haven’t been up to the city for 
more than a year. The bus wasn’t an option 
anymore, Colin wondered why I’d given up my 
shopping trips to Jenners and I made excuses, 
I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that ovarian 
cancer means a weak bladder and the need to 
be near a toilet.

He would have taken me by car if I’d asked 
but I would’ve been stuck with him once 
we got to dinburgh. My trip in the time 
machine was a private one and when I arrive 
in dinburgh there’s a place I want to visit, 
one last time.

The train pulled out of the new station at 
Stow and I waved to the children chasing 
each other in circles around their school 
playground. I want to tell them I’m traveling 
back in time and make them wonder how 
such magic is possible. A wee girl with a 
polka dot anorak falls and although I can’t 
hear her squeal I can imagine the ache as she 
rubs her knee. And yet she still managed to 
wave back at me, that’s the spirit I mumble 
under my breath, Miss Metro has missed the 
playground drama, she’s still glued to her 
phone and if she’s not careful she’ll lose the 
plot entirely. Fields flash by as I stared out of 
the window, the only one in my carriage who 
wasn’t on a phone or a laptop and who can 
remember how to daydream.

I scrunch up my eyelids and fight the urge 
to doze off, it’s been a long time since I’ve 
been on the go this early and I have a busy 
day ahead. With my eyes tightly shut, the 
light behind my lids intensifies and bursts 
of bright colours appeared across my field 
of vision.  I remembered Colin’s dad telling 
me that these strange blobs have a name; 
they’re called ‘phosphenes,’ and in the same 
way that fireflies and deep-sea creatures can 
glow our eyes emit biologically produced 
light particles. He was an interesting man, I 
wish Colin had known him, cancer is evil but 
secrets aren’t healthy either.

When the train arrived at Waverley station 
Miss Metro bolted out of the doors as soon 
as the yellow ‘open’ circle lit up and beeped, 
rushing out into dinburgh’s buzz. I stopped 
on the platform and breathed in the fumes. 
There’s nothing to beat the pine fresh air of 
the Borders countryside but I missed the 
scent of the city, it may no longer spew thick 
columns of smoke but dinburgh isn’t known 

as ‘auld reekie’ for nothing. Thanks to the 
prevailing south-westerly winds, the city’s 
sensory map takes you on a nasal tour that 
hoovers up brewery malt fumes, vapors from 
underground tunnels, zoo animals and the 
cherry blossoms of Princes Street Gardens.  

I wandered up to the Scott Monument; a 
favourite haunt in tribute to Sir Walter Scott 
who adored the beguiling Border landscapes 
and legends that first fired his imagination. 
With every step I inhaled the street’s aromas 
and paused beside a group of tourists but 
unlike them I’d no intention of climbing to 
the top of the monument this time. It was 
enough just to stand in the spot where I met 
Colin’s father. He was a foreign student at the 
university, on an exchange trip and he needed 
directions to his digs. At the time I had no 
map and was lost too, not geographically, 
that’s an easier problem to fix. 

We spent a glorious May together with 
rail trips out to Portobello, North Berwick 
and Dunbar where the smells were a heady 
concoction of sandy beaches, fish and chips 
and romance. At the end of the summer term 
he presented me with a locket to remember 
him by; he was unaware that he also gave 
me another gift, a son. And when I returned 
home to Galashiels after my final exams, my 
fianc  was waiting at the station, arms wide 
enough to wrap round a bump he would one 
day call his own.

I checked my watch, by now Colin would’ve 
stopped by my house to drop in a copy of the 
Scotsman and he’d worry that I wasn’t there.  
I queued for the telephone box and made the 
call.

‘I’m fine son; I’m just enjoying a day out 
with my memories.’

‘On your own?’ 
Colin sighed, as exasperated as usual.
‘No, I’m not alone.’
I clutched the locket around my neck and 

decided I’d time for a trip to the seaside as 
well, the time machine didn’t only run on the 
Waverley Line.

Helen Mackinven

Time Machine
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By the third day I’d started to smell like 
rotten fruit. 

A sour, seeping smell that I could taste. The 
pasty flavour that coated the roof of my mouth 
was there because I hadn’t brushed my teeth 
in three days. eah, I knew that, but I couldn’t 
help believe that the taste was coming from 
the sweet rot of digestion. 

My body felt very loose, as though it was 
now only held together with very fine thread. 
I felt like my limbs and my head might fall 
away from my torso and I wouldn’t mind 
because I wasn’t in my body anymore. I was 
floating somewhere just about my head, 
unconcerned. No, ambivalent. 

No, no. Catatonic. 
Space and time were taking turns with 

my brain and I found myself sitting in a 
McDonald’s this time, slumped over a table 
eating sweaty chips and crunching on ice from 
a paper cup. It made a hollow ‘konk’ when I 
placed it on the table. 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep.

Time to wake up. 
I crushed the ice between my teeth and a 

cold ache ran down my jaw.
am and I thought, ‘ verything is starting 

to hurt now.’ Then, ‘That’s the closest to a full 
sentence I’ve had in three days.’ And so I came 
out of my stupor sitting in MacDonald’s at 
am. That’s when my mind started to bleed 

thoughts again. 
‘First things first.’ I crossed the tiled floor 

to the women’s toilet, careful not to trip 
over my shadow. It was cast across the room, 
elongated, thin like insects’ legs. 

‘The sun is too bright,’ I thought. It glared, 
and I had to squint against its ugly, yolky hue. 
I crouched in front of the toilet bowl. I didn’t 
close the cubicle door. My hand tasted of that 
sweet rot and so did the vomit. 

Through my mouthful of fingers, I started 
to cry a bit. I couldn’t help it, and as I puked 
my mouth formed the shape of the word 
‘Mum’. It sounded awful and I felt humiliated. 

And when I thought it my mind got stuck 
on the thought: 

‘Oh God, I wish I could be my own mother, 
I wish I could mother myself.’ 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep. 

I lay, my head resting on the edge of the 
bowl and I was thankful it was morning. I 
was thankful that my nose was filled with 
the smell of bleach rather than the smell of a 
day’s worth of fast-food shit. I looked down at 
the body attached to my head. The legs, the 
insect legs, were sprawled and tangled. The 
pressure of the tile on my knee, my hip, the 
base of my spine. All bones and bone white 
tile. If I tried to lie down flat pain would still 
find its way to all the pressure points.

These are the points of my body that meet 
the world. If only contact with the world 
didn’t hurt so much. 

‘I don’t care,’ I thought, ‘I can sleep through 
this pain.’

There was a sea somewhere nearby, roaring. 
And someone was calling to me from across 
it. A siren sounded, closer and closer, and,

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  
beep, beep, beep-
‘Miss, Miss, come on, get up. 

ou can’t sleep here.’ 
Good. More humiliation. ‘It’s good for 

me,’ I thought and might have said it out 
loud because the women in a brown and 
yellow McDonald’s uniform said, ‘What?’ 
Then I wished the toilet smelt of shit after 
all. It would have been another humiliation. 
Another deterrent/punishment (these are 
one and the same . 

I got to my feet and the woman tried to steer 
me out of the room, but I broke away from 
her and lunged towards the sink. I scooped 
water to my mouth to rinse the dregs of my 
stomach. I spat and again my mouth shaped 
into that abhorrent word.

‘Do you want me to call someone ?’ She 
sounded mournful. I must have looked like 
a walking nightmare. And then I was. Out in 

the street I walked quickly, almost jogging, 
trying to put distance between my cramping, 
throbbing body and the indignity of the 
florescent yellow arches. 

I decided I would look for a subway station. 
I would get a train somewhere. Maybe Dan. 
She had a place in the west end. I could wash, 
sleep; hide. It seemed like a good plan until I 
got to the steps of the station, then I hesitated.  
I started to consider the reality of turning up 
at her door like this. Sometimes I forgot how 
much of an interruption I could be. I cringed at 
a memory  ‘ ou can’t just fucking turn up like 
this, unannounced. What do you expect of me?’ 

My face itched from stale makeup. I clawed 
at my eyes. I couldn’t think of what to do. 

Sometimes the mechanism breaks. 
Sometimes you can’t zombie through life 
anymore. Left, right, left, right, manually, 
but then it jams, and you can’t move forward, 
and people start to stare. All those clean, 
shiny people on their way to work were 
pushing by and stepping around me, all full 
of purpose and urgency. 

I fished in my coat pocket for my phone and 
dismissed the missed call alerts. I punched in 
Dan’s number and held my breath as it rang. 

‘Irene, for Christ’s sake. Where are you?’ 
The sound of her voice rattled me.

‘Hi, Dan,’ I spoke through my teeth, 
apologetically, ‘I’m  I’m in trouble. Can you 
put me up? I just need a day or two-’

‘ es, I know you fucking are. Where are you?’
My heart started climbing into my throat 

and suddenly the world around me was very 
loud. ‘What do you mean?’

‘ veryone is looking for you. I can’t 
believe you’ve done this again. ou need 
to call your mum. ou need to get the fuck 
back to the clinic.’ 

‘Dan come on, I can’t go back, its hell in 
that place. I’ll go back to my Mum’s and I’ll 
get better, I just need some space, I just need 
to sleep and  I’ll stop-’ Words were coming at 
an alarming rate. Dan was quiet on the other 
end of the line. I could hear her breathing 

steadily against the static sound of silence. 
‘ ou are not coming here, Irene. I’m not 

going to enable you anymore. Go home.’ 
Despair made my voice crack. I pressed the 

phone hard against my face and I wanted to 
climb inside and press myself against Dan, 
wrap myself around her. As though that might 
convince her of my sincerity. ‘Please, Dan, I 
really mean it this time, I promise, it’s really 
bad, I know I can’t keep doing it!’

‘I believe you, I believe that you believe 
what you’re saying. But you can’t keep your 
promises.’ She paused then said, ‘ ou’re 
embarrassing yourself.’ 

The line went dead and so did something 
inside of me. I felt it curl up and die slow.

My feet brought me away from the entrance 
to the subway. I walked for five minutes until 
I found a bench and I sat down. Then I pulled 
up my legs and lay.  I remember laying in this 
somewhere, on something, this sometime, 
and feeling an almost-nausea. An odd almost-
sadness. I soon realised that what I was feeling 
was thirst. I was thirsty. 

I thought of my future self and how she 
might be more wise or more something that’s 
good for me. I thought of her looking back 
at the memory of me with pity like a mother 
looking down reassuringly at the simple, 
immature pain of a child.

Stormy clouds were forming in the sky 
and I felt they were especially for me. Dan 
would think I’d brought them, too. ‘Don’t,’ I 
thought, ‘Don’t take it personally. When all 
those people, for years and years, built up this 
maze you were never born especially to be the 
rat.’ 

After everything that had happened, 
everything, everything, I wished I could go 
back and stop it all. 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep.

‘Hi, mum  yeah, I know. eah, I’m sorry. 
I’m okay, I’m coming home.’  

rin Crombie

Happy Meal



By the third day I’d started to smell like 
rotten fruit. 

A sour, seeping smell that I could taste. The 
pasty flavour that coated the roof of my mouth 
was there because I hadn’t brushed my teeth 
in three days. eah, I knew that, but I couldn’t 
help believe that the taste was coming from 
the sweet rot of digestion. 

My body felt very loose, as though it was 
now only held together with very fine thread. 
I felt like my limbs and my head might fall 
away from my torso and I wouldn’t mind 
because I wasn’t in my body anymore. I was 
floating somewhere just about my head, 
unconcerned. No, ambivalent. 

No, no. Catatonic. 
Space and time were taking turns with 

my brain and I found myself sitting in a 
McDonald’s this time, slumped over a table 
eating sweaty chips and crunching on ice from 
a paper cup. It made a hollow ‘konk’ when I 
placed it on the table. 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep.

Time to wake up. 
I crushed the ice between my teeth and a 

cold ache ran down my jaw.
am and I thought, ‘ verything is starting 

to hurt now.’ Then, ‘That’s the closest to a full 
sentence I’ve had in three days.’ And so I came 
out of my stupor sitting in MacDonald’s at 
am. That’s when my mind started to bleed 

thoughts again. 
‘First things first.’ I crossed the tiled floor 

to the women’s toilet, careful not to trip 
over my shadow. It was cast across the room, 
elongated, thin like insects’ legs. 

‘The sun is too bright,’ I thought. It glared, 
and I had to squint against its ugly, yolky hue. 
I crouched in front of the toilet bowl. I didn’t 
close the cubicle door. My hand tasted of that 
sweet rot and so did the vomit. 

Through my mouthful of fingers, I started 
to cry a bit. I couldn’t help it, and as I puked 
my mouth formed the shape of the word 
‘Mum’. It sounded awful and I felt humiliated. 

And when I thought it my mind got stuck 
on the thought: 

‘Oh God, I wish I could be my own mother, 
I wish I could mother myself.’ 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep. 

I lay, my head resting on the edge of the 
bowl and I was thankful it was morning. I 
was thankful that my nose was filled with 
the smell of bleach rather than the smell of a 
day’s worth of fast-food shit. I looked down at 
the body attached to my head. The legs, the 
insect legs, were sprawled and tangled. The 
pressure of the tile on my knee, my hip, the 
base of my spine. All bones and bone white 
tile. If I tried to lie down flat pain would still 
find its way to all the pressure points.

These are the points of my body that meet 
the world. If only contact with the world 
didn’t hurt so much. 

‘I don’t care,’ I thought, ‘I can sleep through 
this pain.’

There was a sea somewhere nearby, roaring. 
And someone was calling to me from across 
it. A siren sounded, closer and closer, and,

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  
beep, beep, beep-
‘Miss, Miss, come on, get up. 

ou can’t sleep here.’ 
Good. More humiliation. ‘It’s good for 

me,’ I thought and might have said it out 
loud because the women in a brown and 
yellow McDonald’s uniform said, ‘What?’ 
Then I wished the toilet smelt of shit after 
all. It would have been another humiliation. 
Another deterrent/punishment (these are 
one and the same . 

I got to my feet and the woman tried to steer 
me out of the room, but I broke away from 
her and lunged towards the sink. I scooped 
water to my mouth to rinse the dregs of my 
stomach. I spat and again my mouth shaped 
into that abhorrent word.

‘Do you want me to call someone ?’ She 
sounded mournful. I must have looked like 
a walking nightmare. And then I was. Out in 

the street I walked quickly, almost jogging, 
trying to put distance between my cramping, 
throbbing body and the indignity of the 
florescent yellow arches. 

I decided I would look for a subway station. 
I would get a train somewhere. Maybe Dan. 
She had a place in the west end. I could wash, 
sleep; hide. It seemed like a good plan until I 
got to the steps of the station, then I hesitated.  
I started to consider the reality of turning up 
at her door like this. Sometimes I forgot how 
much of an interruption I could be. I cringed at 
a memory  ‘ ou can’t just fucking turn up like 
this, unannounced. What do you expect of me?’ 

My face itched from stale makeup. I clawed 
at my eyes. I couldn’t think of what to do. 

Sometimes the mechanism breaks. 
Sometimes you can’t zombie through life 
anymore. Left, right, left, right, manually, 
but then it jams, and you can’t move forward, 
and people start to stare. All those clean, 
shiny people on their way to work were 
pushing by and stepping around me, all full 
of purpose and urgency. 

I fished in my coat pocket for my phone and 
dismissed the missed call alerts. I punched in 
Dan’s number and held my breath as it rang. 

‘Irene, for Christ’s sake. Where are you?’ 
The sound of her voice rattled me.

‘Hi, Dan,’ I spoke through my teeth, 
apologetically, ‘I’m  I’m in trouble. Can you 
put me up? I just need a day or two-’

‘ es, I know you fucking are. Where are you?’
My heart started climbing into my throat 

and suddenly the world around me was very 
loud. ‘What do you mean?’

‘ veryone is looking for you. I can’t 
believe you’ve done this again. ou need 
to call your mum. ou need to get the fuck 
back to the clinic.’ 

‘Dan come on, I can’t go back, its hell in 
that place. I’ll go back to my Mum’s and I’ll 
get better, I just need some space, I just need 
to sleep and  I’ll stop-’ Words were coming at 
an alarming rate. Dan was quiet on the other 
end of the line. I could hear her breathing 

steadily against the static sound of silence. 
‘ ou are not coming here, Irene. I’m not 

going to enable you anymore. Go home.’ 
Despair made my voice crack. I pressed the 

phone hard against my face and I wanted to 
climb inside and press myself against Dan, 
wrap myself around her. As though that might 
convince her of my sincerity. ‘Please, Dan, I 
really mean it this time, I promise, it’s really 
bad, I know I can’t keep doing it!’

‘I believe you, I believe that you believe 
what you’re saying. But you can’t keep your 
promises.’ She paused then said, ‘ ou’re 
embarrassing yourself.’ 

The line went dead and so did something 
inside of me. I felt it curl up and die slow.

My feet brought me away from the entrance 
to the subway. I walked for five minutes until 
I found a bench and I sat down. Then I pulled 
up my legs and lay.  I remember laying in this 
somewhere, on something, this sometime, 
and feeling an almost-nausea. An odd almost-
sadness. I soon realised that what I was feeling 
was thirst. I was thirsty. 

I thought of my future self and how she 
might be more wise or more something that’s 
good for me. I thought of her looking back 
at the memory of me with pity like a mother 
looking down reassuringly at the simple, 
immature pain of a child.

Stormy clouds were forming in the sky 
and I felt they were especially for me. Dan 
would think I’d brought them, too. ‘Don’t,’ I 
thought, ‘Don’t take it personally. When all 
those people, for years and years, built up this 
maze you were never born especially to be the 
rat.’ 

After everything that had happened, 
everything, everything, I wished I could go 
back and stop it all. 

Beep, beep, beep  beep, beep, beep  beep, 
beep, beep.

‘Hi, mum  yeah, I know. eah, I’m sorry. 
I’m okay, I’m coming home.’  

rin Crombie

Happy Meal







The train unsettles her. The noise of the 
wretched thing; the last flashes of daylight 
as the tunnel looms. Jane sits alone on the 
train. She is by a window, as close as possible 
to a corner of the carriage. She braces herself. 
Approaching the darkness, she wraps her body 
up small, notices the drumming of her heart. 
If she can back to work there is a semblance of 
adequate functioning. It is important that they
can see this. Battling to stabilise the breath – 
so shallow and short. I will not die, she repeats 
to herself. But irrationality floods her mind, 
and she feels in physical danger. Then the light, 
a dazzling shock across her face, fills her with 
relief. A man leans across the aisle. Are you all 
right love?  he asks.

David steps over the piles of books scattered 
around the living room. There is no space on 
the floor any more. He stops momentarily to 
scan the chaos: children’s toys, newspapers, 
used coffee cups. How did she let things get this 
bad, he wonders. He lifts a small pile of books 
and takes them into his study, closes the door. 
The order and complexity of mathematics 
soothe him. He sits at a computer, picking up 
on lesson preparation for his private students. 
The work is beneath him, but the income 
essential. He is still a university lecturer though 
the redundancy came two years ago. A sense of 
failure hangs about him persistently. It drains 
his energy. His elderly parents, living in the 
flat below, offer words of encouragement, but 
all David hears is their bitter disappointment. A 
position of prestige in the community, erased. 
And now Jane. 

She needs professional help, David, you 
know she does.  His mother Susan has a way, 
still, of making him feel like a small boy. our 
father and I are extremely worried about the 
children.  

She keeps pushing; frowns to underline 
her concern. David resists. He feels massively 
tired. She’s gone back to work mother. That’s 
progress.  In his mind an intrusive image  Jane 
curled up in the corner of a stark room. 

The flat is in a dreadful state, David. ou 
can’t go on like this.  Sustained disapproval; 
barely disguised hostility. 

We’re dealing with it mother. She needs 
support, not criticism.  Susan leaves, deeply 
irritated by her son’s customary intransigence. 

Arriving seconds before the school gates are 
locked for the evening, David collects Matt 
and Lucy. He jiggles the car keys in a clammy 
hand, anxious and exposed here amongst 
watchful parents. He imagines his mother’s 
strident voice broadcasting to the school 
community: look at this family breaking down. 
Lucy, curly brown hair in disarray, skips up to 

her father with open arms and a bright smile. 
Matt slouches behind with his backpack 
dragging on the ground. David regains his 
sense of perspective on seeing his children; 
feels overwhelmed by tenderness.

Jane crawls through the working day, 
focusing on her tasks. Her colleagues are 
sensitive, but she cannot bear to have them 
look at her. At five, she tidies her desk. 
Approaching the platform, she goes through 
the necessary steps in her mind. Find a quieter 
carriage. A window seat. Breathe deeply. Look 
at a magazine. She struggles to reach the door 
of the train as if repelled by some magnetic 
force. I am doing well. I can endure this journey. 
A rmations offer paltry comfort. Finding a 
seat at the front of the carriage, Jane closes her 
eyes. How can she tell David that going back 
was a mistake? 

It’s time to intervene, Mark.  David’s 
mother sits down to face her husband. The 
woman is mentally ill.  

Weary from an afternoon’s gardening, Mark 
lowers his newspaper and steels himself. 

Living in a flat beneath them doesn’t 
give us control over their lives, Susan. We’re 
supporting them as best we can.  As the words 
leave his mouth, Mark knows they will make 
little impact.

She is incapable of functioning, Mark. 
David is doing his best, but I’m worried about 
him. Her needs override everything.  

The unacknowledged resentment Susan has 
harboured for Jane over twelve years lingers in 
the room like an unpleasant smell. 

Support is what they need, Susan,  says 
Mark, holding his ground. What do you 
mean by ‘time to intervene’ anyway?  

Someone has to be proactive. Jane needs 
psychiatric treatment.  I intend to make 
sure that she gets it.  Susan speaks this with 
dispassionate zeal.

Mark says nothing. He lifts his paper, losing 
himself in the troubles of a wider world. 

Lucy is the first to greet Jane as she opens 
the front door. Mummy!  she calls, running 
up the hall towards her. Jane smiles and hugs 
her daughter, feeling nothing. How can she 
love this child? She wants to turn around and 
walk away from all she knows in this house. 

David appears in the kitchen doorway. 
How was it?  he asks nervously. 

Jane – coat and shoes off, thus firming her 
resolve not to flee – kisses him on the cheek. 

Not bad,  she says. 
They both know this isn’t true. She looks 

into the living room. 
David, you’ve done nothing.Look at this place.  

She crumples against the open door, sobbing 
into her covered face. 

I’ve tidied some books no time...  His voice 

trails away, as he struggles to keep control. 
They look at each other. She sees anger; 

he sees hopelessness. I can’t go back to work 
David.  A pleading note in her voice. 

It’s O ,  he says. We’ll work things out.  
Sitting at the kitchen table, Lucy plays with 

long strands of her hair.
Midnight. David sits by the uncovered 

window, allowing the cool darkness to stream 
over him. Too many demands; too much 
responsibility. He closes his eyes as the energy 
drains from his body. xpression dissolves 
from his features. A glass of single malt – 
the third this evening. It is anaesthetising. 
Drinking won’t solve your problems, David. 
Damn his mother’s voice. What did he fail to 
do today? Tend to the children? arn some 
money? Support Jane? ncourage her, love 
her? Done. Done. Done.

He goes over the earlier exchange with his 
parents. His mother’s tenacious arguments 
for Jane’s hospitalisation had worn him down, 
had finally made sense to him. He had said too 
much; exposed his own desperation. In stoic 
silence, his father had colluded with Susan’s 
plan. But at the front door, Mark whispered 
to his son  Jane’s health must come first.  
David had looked directly at his father then, 
searching for clarification which he knew 
would never come.

Friday morning. A normal school day. Dad 
organises breakfast, sorts packed lunches, 
drives Lucy and Matt to school. Jane calls out 
goodbye from the bedroom. Useless Mother. 

Downstairs, Susan waits at her window 
to wave the children off. At last, things are 
moving forward. David is doing the right 
thing; she has told him this repeatedly. They 
all need space to think. ejoining her husband 
at the breakfast table, Susan settles herself 
with another cup of tea. Mark feels perturbed 
by her animated presence.  He hears the slow 
footsteps of Jane above; wonders how she is 
this morning. 

Before David returns from the school run, 
the family G.P. arrives. He has with him the 
duty psychiatrist from the mental health 
department of the community hospital. Susan, 
buoyed up by the presence of these medical 
professionals, greets them enthusiastically. 

The psychiatrist, a charmless woman in her 
mid-thirties, addresses Susan  Of course I’ll 
need to make an urgent assessment of the 
patient. We cannot use the legislation unless 
there is clear non-compliance.

Susan nods, having the presence of mind 
not to vilify Jane. Mark is drawn to the 
window. In this quiet, ordered street there is 
a waiting ambulance, and a police car. Two 
uniformed o cers are engaged in a lively 
conversation. Deeply unnerved by the scene, 

Mark withdraws from the room. 
David returns. The sight of mergency 

Services at his door alarms him, though he 
devised the master plan. The two police 
o cers step forward to meet him. Nothing is 
said. Together they enter the lower flat, where 
the gang of four – family and medics – are 
preparing to face the patient. An assembly of 
seven, led by David and tailed by Mark, tread 
the carpeted stairs. With  trembling hand, 
David manages to unlock the front door of 
their flat. He opens it gently, his mother’s 
breath sitting uncomfortably on the back of 
his neck. Jane, in dressing gown and slippers, 
is standing in the cluttered hallway. Her 
eyes widen in sudden realisation of danger. 
She stumbles into the bedroom, slamming 
the door shut. David is pleading with her to 
open the door. An estranged voice screams 
out Leave me alone”, and he feels his legs 
buckle. Susan is agitated. Leave it to the 
professionals,  she says. The two police o cers 
are at the door, pushing with their shoulders. 
It gives way, revealing Jane, bathed in a shaft 
of sunlight, curled foetally under the window. 
She is wimpering; her breath is shallow. 

David rushes to kneel beside her, grasps 
her frail shoulders. Look at me Jane,  he 
whispers. Her eyes are vacant and her body 
limp. The police o cers intervene with a 
strained gentility, lifting the silent woman to 
her feet. Someone is crying out  ‘Leave her 
alone, leave her alone’. As Jane is half-carried 
downstairs, David, recognising the wildness 
of his own voice, follows her eviction. The 
psychiatrist is already downstairs, eager to 
leave.  Jane squints in the late morning sun 
as the police get her to sit in the back of the 
patrol car, wedged between the psychiatrist 
and the G.P. The ambulance has already gone, 
dismissed by the family doctor.

David bangs on the car window as it starts 
to move, calling to Jane. She is trance-like, 
staring straight ahead. He notices her tears, 
and her pink towelling robe. Susan hangs 
back in the shelter of the front door. Mark 
dashes forward to his son and firmly pulls 
him away from the vehicle. He struggles to 
hold him upright. The humiliation of his wife 
hits David with the full force of a body blow. 
This violation he has perpetrated. He manages 
to regain his composure, and frees himself 
from his father’s hands. Mark leans against 
the garden wall, reining in his emotions. As 
she turns to go inside, Susan calls I’ll make 
us all some tea . Her son is crouched on the 
pavement, by his father’s feet. 

Angela Wright

Taking Care of Jane



The train unsettles her. The noise of the 
wretched thing; the last flashes of daylight 
as the tunnel looms. Jane sits alone on the 
train. She is by a window, as close as possible 
to a corner of the carriage. She braces herself. 
Approaching the darkness, she wraps her body 
up small, notices the drumming of her heart. 
If she can back to work there is a semblance of 
adequate functioning. It is important that they
can see this. Battling to stabilise the breath – 
so shallow and short. I will not die, she repeats 
to herself. But irrationality floods her mind, 
and she feels in physical danger. Then the light, 
a dazzling shock across her face, fills her with 
relief. A man leans across the aisle. Are you all 
right love?  he asks.

David steps over the piles of books scattered 
around the living room. There is no space on 
the floor any more. He stops momentarily to 
scan the chaos: children’s toys, newspapers, 
used coffee cups. How did she let things get this 
bad, he wonders. He lifts a small pile of books 
and takes them into his study, closes the door. 
The order and complexity of mathematics 
soothe him. He sits at a computer, picking up 
on lesson preparation for his private students. 
The work is beneath him, but the income 
essential. He is still a university lecturer though 
the redundancy came two years ago. A sense of 
failure hangs about him persistently. It drains 
his energy. His elderly parents, living in the 
flat below, offer words of encouragement, but 
all David hears is their bitter disappointment. A 
position of prestige in the community, erased. 
And now Jane. 

She needs professional help, David, you 
know she does.  His mother Susan has a way, 
still, of making him feel like a small boy. our 
father and I are extremely worried about the 
children.  

She keeps pushing; frowns to underline 
her concern. David resists. He feels massively 
tired. She’s gone back to work mother. That’s 
progress.  In his mind an intrusive image  Jane 
curled up in the corner of a stark room. 

The flat is in a dreadful state, David. ou 
can’t go on like this.  Sustained disapproval; 
barely disguised hostility. 

We’re dealing with it mother. She needs 
support, not criticism.  Susan leaves, deeply 
irritated by her son’s customary intransigence. 

Arriving seconds before the school gates are 
locked for the evening, David collects Matt 
and Lucy. He jiggles the car keys in a clammy 
hand, anxious and exposed here amongst 
watchful parents. He imagines his mother’s 
strident voice broadcasting to the school 
community: look at this family breaking down. 
Lucy, curly brown hair in disarray, skips up to 

her father with open arms and a bright smile. 
Matt slouches behind with his backpack 
dragging on the ground. David regains his 
sense of perspective on seeing his children; 
feels overwhelmed by tenderness.

Jane crawls through the working day, 
focusing on her tasks. Her colleagues are 
sensitive, but she cannot bear to have them 
look at her. At five, she tidies her desk. 
Approaching the platform, she goes through 
the necessary steps in her mind. Find a quieter 
carriage. A window seat. Breathe deeply. Look 
at a magazine. She struggles to reach the door 
of the train as if repelled by some magnetic 
force. I am doing well. I can endure this journey. 
A rmations offer paltry comfort. Finding a 
seat at the front of the carriage, Jane closes her 
eyes. How can she tell David that going back 
was a mistake? 

It’s time to intervene, Mark.  David’s 
mother sits down to face her husband. The 
woman is mentally ill.  

Weary from an afternoon’s gardening, Mark 
lowers his newspaper and steels himself. 

Living in a flat beneath them doesn’t 
give us control over their lives, Susan. We’re 
supporting them as best we can.  As the words 
leave his mouth, Mark knows they will make 
little impact.

She is incapable of functioning, Mark. 
David is doing his best, but I’m worried about 
him. Her needs override everything.  

The unacknowledged resentment Susan has 
harboured for Jane over twelve years lingers in 
the room like an unpleasant smell. 

Support is what they need, Susan,  says 
Mark, holding his ground. What do you 
mean by ‘time to intervene’ anyway?  

Someone has to be proactive. Jane needs 
psychiatric treatment.  I intend to make 
sure that she gets it.  Susan speaks this with 
dispassionate zeal.

Mark says nothing. He lifts his paper, losing 
himself in the troubles of a wider world. 

Lucy is the first to greet Jane as she opens 
the front door. Mummy!  she calls, running 
up the hall towards her. Jane smiles and hugs 
her daughter, feeling nothing. How can she 
love this child? She wants to turn around and 
walk away from all she knows in this house. 

David appears in the kitchen doorway. 
How was it?  he asks nervously. 

Jane – coat and shoes off, thus firming her 
resolve not to flee – kisses him on the cheek. 

Not bad,  she says. 
They both know this isn’t true. She looks 

into the living room. 
David, you’ve done nothing.Look at this place.  

She crumples against the open door, sobbing 
into her covered face. 

I’ve tidied some books no time...  His voice 

trails away, as he struggles to keep control. 
They look at each other. She sees anger; 

he sees hopelessness. I can’t go back to work 
David.  A pleading note in her voice. 

It’s O ,  he says. We’ll work things out.  
Sitting at the kitchen table, Lucy plays with 

long strands of her hair.
Midnight. David sits by the uncovered 

window, allowing the cool darkness to stream 
over him. Too many demands; too much 
responsibility. He closes his eyes as the energy 
drains from his body. xpression dissolves 
from his features. A glass of single malt – 
the third this evening. It is anaesthetising. 
Drinking won’t solve your problems, David. 
Damn his mother’s voice. What did he fail to 
do today? Tend to the children? arn some 
money? Support Jane? ncourage her, love 
her? Done. Done. Done.

He goes over the earlier exchange with his 
parents. His mother’s tenacious arguments 
for Jane’s hospitalisation had worn him down, 
had finally made sense to him. He had said too 
much; exposed his own desperation. In stoic 
silence, his father had colluded with Susan’s 
plan. But at the front door, Mark whispered 
to his son  Jane’s health must come first.  
David had looked directly at his father then, 
searching for clarification which he knew 
would never come.

Friday morning. A normal school day. Dad 
organises breakfast, sorts packed lunches, 
drives Lucy and Matt to school. Jane calls out 
goodbye from the bedroom. Useless Mother. 

Downstairs, Susan waits at her window 
to wave the children off. At last, things are 
moving forward. David is doing the right 
thing; she has told him this repeatedly. They 
all need space to think. ejoining her husband 
at the breakfast table, Susan settles herself 
with another cup of tea. Mark feels perturbed 
by her animated presence.  He hears the slow 
footsteps of Jane above; wonders how she is 
this morning. 

Before David returns from the school run, 
the family G.P. arrives. He has with him the 
duty psychiatrist from the mental health 
department of the community hospital. Susan, 
buoyed up by the presence of these medical 
professionals, greets them enthusiastically. 

The psychiatrist, a charmless woman in her 
mid-thirties, addresses Susan  Of course I’ll 
need to make an urgent assessment of the 
patient. We cannot use the legislation unless 
there is clear non-compliance.

Susan nods, having the presence of mind 
not to vilify Jane. Mark is drawn to the 
window. In this quiet, ordered street there is 
a waiting ambulance, and a police car. Two 
uniformed o cers are engaged in a lively 
conversation. Deeply unnerved by the scene, 

Mark withdraws from the room. 
David returns. The sight of mergency 

Services at his door alarms him, though he 
devised the master plan. The two police 
o cers step forward to meet him. Nothing is 
said. Together they enter the lower flat, where 
the gang of four – family and medics – are 
preparing to face the patient. An assembly of 
seven, led by David and tailed by Mark, tread 
the carpeted stairs. With  trembling hand, 
David manages to unlock the front door of 
their flat. He opens it gently, his mother’s 
breath sitting uncomfortably on the back of 
his neck. Jane, in dressing gown and slippers, 
is standing in the cluttered hallway. Her 
eyes widen in sudden realisation of danger. 
She stumbles into the bedroom, slamming 
the door shut. David is pleading with her to 
open the door. An estranged voice screams 
out Leave me alone”, and he feels his legs 
buckle. Susan is agitated. Leave it to the 
professionals,  she says. The two police o cers 
are at the door, pushing with their shoulders. 
It gives way, revealing Jane, bathed in a shaft 
of sunlight, curled foetally under the window. 
She is wimpering; her breath is shallow. 

David rushes to kneel beside her, grasps 
her frail shoulders. Look at me Jane,  he 
whispers. Her eyes are vacant and her body 
limp. The police o cers intervene with a 
strained gentility, lifting the silent woman to 
her feet. Someone is crying out  ‘Leave her 
alone, leave her alone’. As Jane is half-carried 
downstairs, David, recognising the wildness 
of his own voice, follows her eviction. The 
psychiatrist is already downstairs, eager to 
leave.  Jane squints in the late morning sun 
as the police get her to sit in the back of the 
patrol car, wedged between the psychiatrist 
and the G.P. The ambulance has already gone, 
dismissed by the family doctor.

David bangs on the car window as it starts 
to move, calling to Jane. She is trance-like, 
staring straight ahead. He notices her tears, 
and her pink towelling robe. Susan hangs 
back in the shelter of the front door. Mark 
dashes forward to his son and firmly pulls 
him away from the vehicle. He struggles to 
hold him upright. The humiliation of his wife 
hits David with the full force of a body blow. 
This violation he has perpetrated. He manages 
to regain his composure, and frees himself 
from his father’s hands. Mark leans against 
the garden wall, reining in his emotions. As 
she turns to go inside, Susan calls I’ll make 
us all some tea . Her son is crouched on the 
pavement, by his father’s feet. 

Angela Wright

Taking Care of Jane







So, seven thirty then? Does that suit you?  
Gavin nodded. James clapped his hands 
together definitively. Great then. It will be 
lovely to finally meet your wife.

Gavin thought back to that conversation. 
He wished he hadn’t said yes, hadn’t given 
in. But for the sake of his career, he had let 
James strong-arm him into it. Think of 
it as a chance to give something back to the 
company. Besides, Benjamin is really looking 
forward to meeting you. He’s a great chap and 
we want to give him the personal touch. He’s 
an influential man, Gavin

He had just returned home from the o ce. 
Gavin looked at his watch – the gold face, the 
three different hands all still moving, creeping 
forward steadily, keeping perfect time. It was 
five o’clock in the afternoon. He had left work 
an hour early to make sure the house was 
presentable and the dinner turned out well. 
He sighed before fitting the key into the lock 
and pushing on the door.

Their house was full of light. It streamed in 
through the large windows at the back of the 
house, illuminating the wide corridors almost 
to the front door. It was warm. And it was 
clean. Through the channels of light, a few 
specks of dust hung suspended, but they were 
minimal and unfortunately unavoidable. For 
that brief moment upon entering the house, 
Gavin felt a sense of calm, of peace. But the 
rational ticking of his watch quickly grounded 
him once more.

Where was loise?
He couldn’t hear her anywhere. Gavin felt 

the air around him constrict in the quietness; 
he felt a need to tiptoe, to creep around his own 
home. Like playing hide and seek with a child.

The dining room was a disaster. All across the 
table, loise had laid out her paints. The canvas 
sat propped up, dripping colours all over the 
table’s surface. She had left it all – dirty brushes, 
paint trays, the tubes of paint unsealed and 
drying. Gavin breathed a heavy sigh.

He found loise fast asleep in a patch of 
fading sunlight. She snored lightly, scrunching 
up her face as she dreamt. He kissed her cheek 
and she awoke.

loise, we have guests coming for dinner 
tonight.  She smiled and nodded. loise, have 
you seen the mess you left on the table?

What mess?  loise hurried through the 
house and stopped short at the dining room. 
Tears welled in her eyes as she rushed around 
gathering up her art supplies, splashing the 
dirty water for cleaning her brushes all over 
the carpet.

I’m sorry, Gavin. I forgot all about it.
As loise bundled her stuff off to some 

other room in the house – the bedroom 
probably – Gavin rolled his eyes; he picked up 
the few remaining bits and pieces after her. 
In the kitchen, two pots sat atop the stove 
ready to be set cooking and the oven hummed 
contentedly underneath. Gavin looked in. 
The joint of beef was browning and the fat 
pooling from it bubbled happily. Gavin looked 
at his watch. It was five twenty. They still had 
two hours and ten minutes before their guests 
arrived. Gavin called to loise who he could 
hear pottering away in the background.

When did you put the meat in the oven?
What?  loise called back from the other 

room. Gavin waited until she had entered 
the kitchen before repeating himself. When 
did you put the meat in the oven?  loise 
came over to him, her brow furrowed and she 
looked at the food cooking away.

That looks beautiful, doesn’t it, Gavin?  
She smiled proudly.

We still have over two hours before our 
guests arrive, loise.

That’s why I didn’t start the vegetables.  
loise stood on tiptoes and kissed Gavin’s cheek. 
Who’s coming to dinner?  She hummed as 

she bustled around the kitchen, moving food 
from shelves to the counter. Gavin hadn’t the 
strength, the patience to tell her again.

Go take a bath. ou’re covered in paint.  
loise glanced at her arms, down her clothes 

and laughed, So I am.
She spent the next hour in the bath while 

Gavin got down to the work at hand. He 
removed the beef when it looked done 
and covered it in foil to keep it from going 
completely cold. He would reheat it with 
fifteen minutes to spare. At six thirty, he 
hoovered and dusted the house, and tried to 
clean the drips of blue paint running down 
the hallway. By the end, it was six fifty-three. 
He showered and combed his hair. loise 
watched him like a cat from a chair where she 
had been reading.

ou look so serious, Gavin. Do you not 
like these people?  He gave her a brief smile, 
a slight tug at his lips. neeling in front of 
her, he took her hands. loise, this is very 
important. Are you paying attention?

She nodded and stared at his face with the 
wide eyes of a child. These are men from my 
work. We are introducing a new guy to the 
job. He’ll be my boss. It’s really important 
that we make a good impression. I need you 
to behave yourself.  loise nodded gravely. 
Blinking her eyes quickly, a few tears slid 
out onto her rosy cheeks.

I’ll do my best. I’ll try to do the right thing. I 
will try.  Gavin stood up. Have you taken your 
medication?  loise nodded and he returned 
to the kitchen. It was seven fifteen exactly.

By seven thirty, Gavin and loise were 
sitting quietly side by side on the sofa. Just 
waiting. Gavin felt himself itch as the second 
hand ticked closer to seven thirty one. loise 
fiddled with the edges of her clothes, tugging 
and pulling, straightening and smoothing. 
Would you stop doing that?  he hissed. 
loise’s lip quivered but she did not cry. 

Instead she nodded and held her hands 
tightly in her lap.

ventually, at seven thirty seven, the 
doorbell rang. Gavin sighed in relief and 
jumped to his feet. loise slowly followed suit.

Benjamin, James, and John stood grinning 
on the doorstep. James held two bottles of 
wine, one in each hand. Gavin! So nice to see 
you. This is Benjamin Lovett. He’ll be taking 
Paul’s place. And this must be loise!  He 
kissed her cheek; loise giggled delightedly. 
Gavin felt his pulse climbing, but he checked 
it and instead a smile appeared on his face. 
Well, invite us in, then. No use coming to 

dinner if we’re just going to stand outside 
all night, just smelling the food!  James and 
John came in, all bubbly, pushing Benjamin 
in front of them. Gavin closed and locked the 
door behind them. It’s just till ten.

They all sat for a short while in the lounge, 
drinking glasses of red wine.

Benjamin here, sorry ‘Ben’, is from Corporate, 
but he’s gracing ICG with his presence. Isn’t that 
right?” Benjamin seemed loath to comment 
on his move other than to remark that he was 
looking forward to meeting everyone and he 
hoped that things could continue on as they 
had been. The profit margins from ICG have 
been exceptional recently. Let’s just keep all of 
that up.  As the conversation continued on its 
business-based tack, Gavin nervously glanced 
towards loise. She was liable to get bored, say 
something stupid soon. Luckily for everyone, 
he noticed the time and stood up, halting the 
conversation.

I think that the food should be ready. Shall 
we all head into the dining room?”

John and James dominated the conversation, 
with occasional corrections from Benjamin, 
which they were both happy to concede. loise 
once drank from John’s wine glass, knocked 
a spoon from the serving dish of peas in an 
excited moment, and blurted out something 
about toads and left the table. ach new event 
caused Gavin to blush, to heavily bite his 
cheek, to wring his napkin, to want to send 

loise to bed like a naughty child, but that 
would have made everything so much worse, 
so much more obvious. Gavin’s heart rate 
rose. It beat against his chest and he could feel 

Just Till Ten



So, seven thirty then? Does that suit you?  
Gavin nodded. James clapped his hands 
together definitively. Great then. It will be 
lovely to finally meet your wife.

Gavin thought back to that conversation. 
He wished he hadn’t said yes, hadn’t given 
in. But for the sake of his career, he had let 
James strong-arm him into it. Think of 
it as a chance to give something back to the 
company. Besides, Benjamin is really looking 
forward to meeting you. He’s a great chap and 
we want to give him the personal touch. He’s 
an influential man, Gavin

He had just returned home from the o ce. 
Gavin looked at his watch – the gold face, the 
three different hands all still moving, creeping 
forward steadily, keeping perfect time. It was 
five o’clock in the afternoon. He had left work 
an hour early to make sure the house was 
presentable and the dinner turned out well. 
He sighed before fitting the key into the lock 
and pushing on the door.

Their house was full of light. It streamed in 
through the large windows at the back of the 
house, illuminating the wide corridors almost 
to the front door. It was warm. And it was 
clean. Through the channels of light, a few 
specks of dust hung suspended, but they were 
minimal and unfortunately unavoidable. For 
that brief moment upon entering the house, 
Gavin felt a sense of calm, of peace. But the 
rational ticking of his watch quickly grounded 
him once more.

Where was loise?
He couldn’t hear her anywhere. Gavin felt 

the air around him constrict in the quietness; 
he felt a need to tiptoe, to creep around his own 
home. Like playing hide and seek with a child.

The dining room was a disaster. All across the 
table, loise had laid out her paints. The canvas 
sat propped up, dripping colours all over the 
table’s surface. She had left it all – dirty brushes, 
paint trays, the tubes of paint unsealed and 
drying. Gavin breathed a heavy sigh.

He found loise fast asleep in a patch of 
fading sunlight. She snored lightly, scrunching 
up her face as she dreamt. He kissed her cheek 
and she awoke.

loise, we have guests coming for dinner 
tonight.  She smiled and nodded. loise, have 
you seen the mess you left on the table?

What mess?  loise hurried through the 
house and stopped short at the dining room. 
Tears welled in her eyes as she rushed around 
gathering up her art supplies, splashing the 
dirty water for cleaning her brushes all over 
the carpet.

I’m sorry, Gavin. I forgot all about it.
As loise bundled her stuff off to some 

other room in the house – the bedroom 
probably – Gavin rolled his eyes; he picked up 
the few remaining bits and pieces after her. 
In the kitchen, two pots sat atop the stove 
ready to be set cooking and the oven hummed 
contentedly underneath. Gavin looked in. 
The joint of beef was browning and the fat 
pooling from it bubbled happily. Gavin looked 
at his watch. It was five twenty. They still had 
two hours and ten minutes before their guests 
arrived. Gavin called to loise who he could 
hear pottering away in the background.

When did you put the meat in the oven?
What?  loise called back from the other 

room. Gavin waited until she had entered 
the kitchen before repeating himself. When 
did you put the meat in the oven?  loise 
came over to him, her brow furrowed and she 
looked at the food cooking away.

That looks beautiful, doesn’t it, Gavin?  
She smiled proudly.

We still have over two hours before our 
guests arrive, loise.

That’s why I didn’t start the vegetables.  
loise stood on tiptoes and kissed Gavin’s cheek. 
Who’s coming to dinner?  She hummed as 

she bustled around the kitchen, moving food 
from shelves to the counter. Gavin hadn’t the 
strength, the patience to tell her again.

Go take a bath. ou’re covered in paint.  
loise glanced at her arms, down her clothes 

and laughed, So I am.
She spent the next hour in the bath while 

Gavin got down to the work at hand. He 
removed the beef when it looked done 
and covered it in foil to keep it from going 
completely cold. He would reheat it with 
fifteen minutes to spare. At six thirty, he 
hoovered and dusted the house, and tried to 
clean the drips of blue paint running down 
the hallway. By the end, it was six fifty-three. 
He showered and combed his hair. loise 
watched him like a cat from a chair where she 
had been reading.

ou look so serious, Gavin. Do you not 
like these people?  He gave her a brief smile, 
a slight tug at his lips. neeling in front of 
her, he took her hands. loise, this is very 
important. Are you paying attention?

She nodded and stared at his face with the 
wide eyes of a child. These are men from my 
work. We are introducing a new guy to the 
job. He’ll be my boss. It’s really important 
that we make a good impression. I need you 
to behave yourself.  loise nodded gravely. 
Blinking her eyes quickly, a few tears slid 
out onto her rosy cheeks.

I’ll do my best. I’ll try to do the right thing. I 
will try.  Gavin stood up. Have you taken your 
medication?  loise nodded and he returned 
to the kitchen. It was seven fifteen exactly.

By seven thirty, Gavin and loise were 
sitting quietly side by side on the sofa. Just 
waiting. Gavin felt himself itch as the second 
hand ticked closer to seven thirty one. loise 
fiddled with the edges of her clothes, tugging 
and pulling, straightening and smoothing. 
Would you stop doing that?  he hissed. 
loise’s lip quivered but she did not cry. 

Instead she nodded and held her hands 
tightly in her lap.

ventually, at seven thirty seven, the 
doorbell rang. Gavin sighed in relief and 
jumped to his feet. loise slowly followed suit.

Benjamin, James, and John stood grinning 
on the doorstep. James held two bottles of 
wine, one in each hand. Gavin! So nice to see 
you. This is Benjamin Lovett. He’ll be taking 
Paul’s place. And this must be loise!  He 
kissed her cheek; loise giggled delightedly. 
Gavin felt his pulse climbing, but he checked 
it and instead a smile appeared on his face. 
Well, invite us in, then. No use coming to 

dinner if we’re just going to stand outside 
all night, just smelling the food!  James and 
John came in, all bubbly, pushing Benjamin 
in front of them. Gavin closed and locked the 
door behind them. It’s just till ten.

They all sat for a short while in the lounge, 
drinking glasses of red wine.

Benjamin here, sorry ‘Ben’, is from Corporate, 
but he’s gracing ICG with his presence. Isn’t that 
right?” Benjamin seemed loath to comment 
on his move other than to remark that he was 
looking forward to meeting everyone and he 
hoped that things could continue on as they 
had been. The profit margins from ICG have 
been exceptional recently. Let’s just keep all of 
that up.  As the conversation continued on its 
business-based tack, Gavin nervously glanced 
towards loise. She was liable to get bored, say 
something stupid soon. Luckily for everyone, 
he noticed the time and stood up, halting the 
conversation.

I think that the food should be ready. Shall 
we all head into the dining room?”

John and James dominated the conversation, 
with occasional corrections from Benjamin, 
which they were both happy to concede. loise 
once drank from John’s wine glass, knocked 
a spoon from the serving dish of peas in an 
excited moment, and blurted out something 
about toads and left the table. ach new event 
caused Gavin to blush, to heavily bite his 
cheek, to wring his napkin, to want to send 

loise to bed like a naughty child, but that 
would have made everything so much worse, 
so much more obvious. Gavin’s heart rate 
rose. It beat against his chest and he could feel 
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It’s been so long, that I cannot remember your 
voice. I don’t even remember your face, nor 
your laugh, scent or warmth. I cannot reach 
you by my own memory. I know you only by 
photograph. That and the sadness that swells 
in mum’s eyes when she speaks of you, how 
her shoulders tighten and she heavily sighs.
I have one lasting memory from your funeral.
My sister’s red hair and the redness of her eyes. 
I was hip-high and held her hand as she shook 
from weeping. I remember the grown-ups, 
dressed in black, being so unreachable that 
day, so locked in grief, gripped by their rituals 
and tradition.

I have your gappy teeth! We have the same 
big smile. We also share the same illness.                                                                                                                         

ou were a wonderful man I’m told; a 
professor of Chemistry, intelligent, gentle, 
full of fun. I wonder if your mania inspired 
your academic brilliance? Would you have 
settled for an average IQ if it meant you 
could lose the depression?

I wonder if your demons are the same 
shape as mine.

Nana kept so many of your books and 
trinkets the spare room became shrine-like 
with your certificates and degrees proudly 
hung on the wall. When she moved into her 
tiny bungalow in later years, she kept your 
paperwork in boxes. I understand her wanting 
to keep a piece of you, proof of your existence, 
a reminder that for the time you were here, 
you were Great.      

It’s funny how we cling onto things, the last 
proof of you having been a real physical being. 
I still have a wooden badge of yours. It lives in 
a shoe box with photos of now deceased pets, 
love letters and a giant glass marble. I wish I had 
more of you, that I had known more of you. 

When you died it broke mum’s heart. She 
explained to me that you were very sad and 
decided that you didn’t want to live anymore, 
so you took some poison and died. In my 
childlike mind I knew that was your choice and 
that it would have made you happy. Of course 
I didn’t fully understand the tragedy of it all.

The friend who found you dead didn’t come 

to the funeral. I wonder if he was too angry? 
I don’t mean to judge you. I just want you 
to know that your life mattered! ou had 
an impact on all of us, for better or worse. 
No one gets to fade away quietly, without it 
leaving shock and anguish in the ether.

Sometimes I am scared we are made of the 
same stuff. That I won’t make it.

Would you think badly of me to know 
that even though I saw the devastation your 
suicide caused that I have tried to commit 
suicide before? Or would you be the only 
person in the family who truly understands?

I wonder if you’d got ill nowadays, would 
CBT have helped? The right pills? Would 
an NHS crisis team have prevented it? 
Would the anti-stigma campaigns and the 
emotional literacy of today’s male culture 
have prevented this? 

I would so like to see your face, a photo 
I’ve never seen, a recording of your voice, or 
for a lost memory to pop up! I’m sad there 
is nothing left of you but the few tokens we 
have, and the grief. I cannot ever hold your 
hand, laugh by your side, there’s no taking 
in the view together; there’s a whole world 
of lost opportunities in the years I’ve lived 
without you.

My paternal uncle taught me the names of 
trees. Perhaps your profound life’s teaching 
for me is to never give up, nor value success 
over life, lest I become scraps of paper and 
someone else’s sadness.

When I was small, we’d post letters to 
Santa up the chimney; watch the embers 
twinkle on the flume and pretend it was the 
far away windows of the elves workshops. I 
should burn this on a Bunsen burner how 
apt, Professor . 

If I could, I’d send this back in time, to 
arrive on your doormat at 8am on April the 

th , the day you took your own life, so 
you can read it, and phone us. Maybe  year 
old Me will make you laugh and mum will 
invite you for a holiday and you’ll pack a bag 
and decide you’ll hold on for a few more days, 
because there’s always time to heal.

our ever-loving niece.

Celia D Donovan

the sweat pooling at his hairline. He wanted 
to reach out and shake his wife. Can’t you 
see what a fool you are? Can’t you see them 
laughing at you?  But loise was wrapped 
up in this world of excitement, where new 
people offered new ideas. She followed their 
gestures, their eyes, carefully memorising the 
shapes their lips made, the tipsy twinkles in 
their eyes.

When Gavin took the plates into the kitchen, 
he had to lean against the counter. loise danced 
in to help with the pudding plates, laughing far 
more than necessary at a joke Benjamin had 
just made.

This is fun,  she beamed. ou have such 
lovely friends, Gavin! Why don’t you see 
more of them?  Gavin clenched his fists as 
tightly as he could. He clenched them until 
he shook but he bit his tongue. He carried 
the plates through.

Back in the dining room, loise watched 
Gavin, her head cocked like a small bird. He 
smiled toothily at his guests, refilled their 
glasses. But there was something not right. He 
was tense, his muscles taut; a vein in his neck 
throbbed. loise touched his arm, Gavin, are 
you all right?  He did not answer, but laughed 
louder. loise shook his arm, and repeated her 
question.

Mhmm,  Gavin mumbled, but loise was 
persistent. Gavin, what’s wrong?  The others 
had stopped their conversation and looked 
over at them. Gavin felt his face glowing 
under their gaze. Gavin –,  loise began once 
more, but he didn’t let her finish.

I’m fine, God damn it!  loise’s eyes were 
wide. He turned to his guests, who were all 
staring at him uncomfortably. What? I’m 
fine.

They ate dessert quickly and in comparative 
silence. Then, James and John looked to each 

other and confirmed that it was well past 
time to go. We shouldn’t keep you; long day 
tomorrow,  they said.

Gavin and loise said good night to them all 
at the door. Thanks for a wonderful evening,  
James smiled to loise and kissed her cheek. 
She blushed. He nodded to Gavin. See you in 
the o ce.  Gavin nodded.

The door shut and Gavin sighed, his head 
suddenly felt too heavy for his neck. loise 
kissed him, staring at him with her massive 
blue eyes. Are you all right?

Go to bed, loise. ou must be tired.
I’m all right.   Go to bed. I’ll be there soon.

Alone at last, Gavin sank into his sofa, his 
face falling into his hands. Grey storm clouds 
gathered in his mind. Their weight fell heavily 
onto his shoulders and he felt the desire to give 
way to them immediately, but he could not do 
that. Anxiety and strain etched themselves on 
his face and for a few minutes he sat, quiet, 
breathing deeply. He rolled the storm clouds 
away piece by piece, picked out their stitches 
until they fell apart; not now, not today. There 
was hatred in his mind, hatred and self-pity. 
And an overwhelming sense of tiredness. He 
thought back on the evening, on how harsh 
he had been to loise, on the impression he 
must have made to their guests.

For now it was over. He wouldn’t have to 
deal with John, or James, or Benjamin Lovett 
until Monday. The clock on the mantelpiece 
definitively struck ten. Gavin sighed in relief. 
The day was over. A small sense of calm 
washed over him. It was all over for the day.

loise padded into the lounge in her 
slippers. Are you all right now, Gavin?  He 
smiled at her, wearily.

es. I’m all right now.

Kate Chapman

Dear Uncle,



It’s been so long, that I cannot remember your 
voice. I don’t even remember your face, nor 
your laugh, scent or warmth. I cannot reach 
you by my own memory. I know you only by 
photograph. That and the sadness that swells 
in mum’s eyes when she speaks of you, how 
her shoulders tighten and she heavily sighs.
I have one lasting memory from your funeral.
My sister’s red hair and the redness of her eyes. 
I was hip-high and held her hand as she shook 
from weeping. I remember the grown-ups, 
dressed in black, being so unreachable that 
day, so locked in grief, gripped by their rituals 
and tradition.

I have your gappy teeth! We have the same 
big smile. We also share the same illness.                                                                                                                         

ou were a wonderful man I’m told; a 
professor of Chemistry, intelligent, gentle, 
full of fun. I wonder if your mania inspired 
your academic brilliance? Would you have 
settled for an average IQ if it meant you 
could lose the depression?

I wonder if your demons are the same 
shape as mine.

Nana kept so many of your books and 
trinkets the spare room became shrine-like 
with your certificates and degrees proudly 
hung on the wall. When she moved into her 
tiny bungalow in later years, she kept your 
paperwork in boxes. I understand her wanting 
to keep a piece of you, proof of your existence, 
a reminder that for the time you were here, 
you were Great.      

It’s funny how we cling onto things, the last 
proof of you having been a real physical being. 
I still have a wooden badge of yours. It lives in 
a shoe box with photos of now deceased pets, 
love letters and a giant glass marble. I wish I had 
more of you, that I had known more of you. 

When you died it broke mum’s heart. She 
explained to me that you were very sad and 
decided that you didn’t want to live anymore, 
so you took some poison and died. In my 
childlike mind I knew that was your choice and 
that it would have made you happy. Of course 
I didn’t fully understand the tragedy of it all.

The friend who found you dead didn’t come 

to the funeral. I wonder if he was too angry? 
I don’t mean to judge you. I just want you 
to know that your life mattered! ou had 
an impact on all of us, for better or worse. 
No one gets to fade away quietly, without it 
leaving shock and anguish in the ether.

Sometimes I am scared we are made of the 
same stuff. That I won’t make it.

Would you think badly of me to know 
that even though I saw the devastation your 
suicide caused that I have tried to commit 
suicide before? Or would you be the only 
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I wonder if you’d got ill nowadays, would 
CBT have helped? The right pills? Would 
an NHS crisis team have prevented it? 
Would the anti-stigma campaigns and the 
emotional literacy of today’s male culture 
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I would so like to see your face, a photo 
I’ve never seen, a recording of your voice, or 
for a lost memory to pop up! I’m sad there 
is nothing left of you but the few tokens we 
have, and the grief. I cannot ever hold your 
hand, laugh by your side, there’s no taking 
in the view together; there’s a whole world 
of lost opportunities in the years I’ve lived 
without you.

My paternal uncle taught me the names of 
trees. Perhaps your profound life’s teaching 
for me is to never give up, nor value success 
over life, lest I become scraps of paper and 
someone else’s sadness.

When I was small, we’d post letters to 
Santa up the chimney; watch the embers 
twinkle on the flume and pretend it was the 
far away windows of the elves workshops. I 
should burn this on a Bunsen burner how 
apt, Professor . 

If I could, I’d send this back in time, to 
arrive on your doormat at 8am on April the 

th , the day you took your own life, so 
you can read it, and phone us. Maybe  year 
old Me will make you laugh and mum will 
invite you for a holiday and you’ll pack a bag 
and decide you’ll hold on for a few more days, 
because there’s always time to heal.

our ever-loving niece.

Celia D Donovan

the sweat pooling at his hairline. He wanted 
to reach out and shake his wife. Can’t you 
see what a fool you are? Can’t you see them 
laughing at you?  But loise was wrapped 
up in this world of excitement, where new 
people offered new ideas. She followed their 
gestures, their eyes, carefully memorising the 
shapes their lips made, the tipsy twinkles in 
their eyes.

When Gavin took the plates into the kitchen, 
he had to lean against the counter. loise danced 
in to help with the pudding plates, laughing far 
more than necessary at a joke Benjamin had 
just made.

This is fun,  she beamed. ou have such 
lovely friends, Gavin! Why don’t you see 
more of them?  Gavin clenched his fists as 
tightly as he could. He clenched them until 
he shook but he bit his tongue. He carried 
the plates through.

Back in the dining room, loise watched 
Gavin, her head cocked like a small bird. He 
smiled toothily at his guests, refilled their 
glasses. But there was something not right. He 
was tense, his muscles taut; a vein in his neck 
throbbed. loise touched his arm, Gavin, are 
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question.

Mhmm,  Gavin mumbled, but loise was 
persistent. Gavin, what’s wrong?  The others 
had stopped their conversation and looked 
over at them. Gavin felt his face glowing 
under their gaze. Gavin –,  loise began once 
more, but he didn’t let her finish.

I’m fine, God damn it!  loise’s eyes were 
wide. He turned to his guests, who were all 
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silence. Then, James and John looked to each 

other and confirmed that it was well past 
time to go. We shouldn’t keep you; long day 
tomorrow,  they said.

Gavin and loise said good night to them all 
at the door. Thanks for a wonderful evening,  
James smiled to loise and kissed her cheek. 
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Alone at last, Gavin sank into his sofa, his 
face falling into his hands. Grey storm clouds 
gathered in his mind. Their weight fell heavily 
onto his shoulders and he felt the desire to give 
way to them immediately, but he could not do 
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his face and for a few minutes he sat, quiet, 
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until they fell apart; not now, not today. There 
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must have made to their guests.

For now it was over. He wouldn’t have to 
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until Monday. The clock on the mantelpiece 
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The day was over. A small sense of calm 
washed over him. It was all over for the day.

loise padded into the lounge in her 
slippers. Are you all right now, Gavin?  He 
smiled at her, wearily.

es. I’m all right now.

Kate Chapman

Dear Uncle,



 ‘Daaaad!’ 
A smack from the flat of dad’s hand sent 

Tom’s head crashing against the living room 
wall. Tom’s front his teeth clattered together.  

‘Stop, please!’ 
Tom’s right ear felt the force of a second, 

heavy clout which pitched his skull  into the 
pink flowered wallpaper. Tom’s bony 
frame crumpled onto the floor, his nose 
making contact with the carpet. He could 
smell beef gravy from the discoloured patch 
where mum had wiped up dad’s hurled plate 
of dinner last Thursday. Tom could barely 
hear dad’s bellowing because of the ringing in 
his crushed right ear.

‘Stupid idiot! Don’t you come in this 
house and write with your sissy left hand. 
Only morons write left-handed. I’ll batter 
your girlie face in if I catch you.’ 

At ten years old Tom couldn’t understand 
why dad wanted him to use his right hand 
when he was left-handed. Mrs Thornton, the 
teacher at school, had also told him not to 
use his left hand. His writing was scrawly and 
untidy with his right hand. 

Tears trickled down Tom’s face. He hunched 
up his knees against his body and tried to be 
invisible next to the pink roses and squares of 
trellising on the wallpaper. Tom tilted his head 
downwards to protect his bruised face from 
further blows. He didn’t want dad to break 
his nose again. It hadn’t been straight when it 
mended last year after his dad thumped him. 
He was only trying to protect his mum from 
dad’s fists. Tom’s face had got in the way and 
the next blow had struck his nose. 

Despite the streams of blood issuing from 
Tom’s crooked nose his dad hadn’t let him go to 
the doctor. He had grabbed the neck of Tom’s 
grey school sweater and nearly ripped it off. He 
dragged him into the kitchen, blood dripping 
shiny red blobs onto the linoleum floor.  

‘Oh no you don’t, you’re not going to that 
snooping doctor, lad,’ his dad had said. And 
he had pushed a towel into Tom’s hands to 
hold up to his face and he had led Tom to the 
bottom of the stairs. ‘Get up to your room! 
I’m not having bloody doctors prying in my 
house! And stop that bleeding.’ Tom hadn’t 
known what he meant about prying.

A year on, Tom realised his nose was at 
risk again tonight. ‘Is softie Tommy crying 
now?’ his dad taunted. He kicked out at Tom’s 
skinny legs protruding from his grey school 
shorts as the boy cowered against the wall. 

Tom breathed quietly for a while, recovering 
from the buzz in his ears. It gradually faded and 
he was left with a hot throbbing bruise on the 
side of his head. Then, hoping that the storm 

of violence might have subsided, he heaved 
his body up off the rough and stained carpet. 
He staggered, finding his legs were wobbly. He 
managed to creep past his father who sat with 
the newspaper in an armchair. He prayed dad 
would remain engrossed in the Sports pages.  

As Tom clambered up the stairs to his 
bedroom, he sneaked glances over his 
shoulder, just in case. He closed the bedroom 
door and crawled onto the bed. Spasms of 
terror shook his fragile frame from head to 
toe. His ears listened for the clink of dad’s 
belt being whipped from his trouser waist, a 
sound that would indicate it was time for an 
extra helping of aggression – a belting.

Today there was no such sound. 
The awful shuddering eventually subsided 
and Tom fell into a disturbed sleep. He was 
haunted by demons and black monsters 
chasing him across dark and precipitous 
landscapes. Their weapons clinked like the 
sound of belt buckles. 

Next morning Tom slipped silently out of 
bed at six, put on his school uniform and 
picked up his shoes. He manoeuvred though 
the bedroom door and tiptoed down the stairs, 
avoiding the ninth tread which creaked. The 
back door he unlocked with the merest click 
of the heavy key and then Tom slid his narrow 
frame through the sliver of a gap. He edged 
the door shut and exhaled, safe now in the 
back yard. He heard no sounds to indicate his 
father might be up.  

Tying his shoe laces as he leaned against the 
back wall, he panted, and in between the 
short breaths he asked god to please let him 
escape. His head pounded today and he knew 
that a big bruised area had developed after 
last night’s collision with the living room wall. 
His fingers roamed gently through the blood-
matted hair and he located the new bump 
and a scabbed wound on the side of his 
head. It was early so he would walk to school 
in the sunshine.

That evening Tom tried to get home from 
school before twenty past four so he could 
shut himself in the security of his bedroom 
before Dad came home from his welder’s job 
at the shipyard.  

But Dad was home already, fighting with 
mum in the kitchen. Dad’s voice would surely 
be heard by everyone else in the terraced 
row of houses as he roared at mum. Mum 
as usual was weeping, begging her husband 
not to thrash her. Tom heard a slap followed 
by a yelp from his mum, and her relentless 
pleading. He blocked his ears with his hands, 
screwed his eyes tight shut and flattened his 
back against the brick wall of the house. He 
hummed a little to himself. 

Tom smelled toast and imagined his mum 

placing segments of cheese on the slices. 
But now his nose recognised that the toast was 
burning. His mother was powerless against 
the brutality of her husband. She still nursed 
a black eye and split lip that had been doled 
out to her on Sunday. Tom’s dad had eaten 
all the Jaffa Cakes and became enraged when 
there wasn’t a spare packet in the cupboard.  

Tom accepted her helplessness, as much as 
his own, to stop the violence. Now he quaked 
as the air echoed with her screams and pleas. 
He folded his arms in a hug around his puny 
ribs and hummed a bit louder. His mother’s 
shrieks would certainly tell the neighbours 
about another of dad’s beatings, especially 
if it was time for the belt buckle. Perhaps 
someone would call the police. 

Then the door was flung wide and his 
dad strode down the steps to the back 
gate. Tom froze, compressed himself 
against the brick wall and hoped to 
remain undetected. Dad slammed the gate 
behind him. Tom released a long slow breath 
and waited till the footsteps died away along 
the back lane. 

He stole into the kitchen where his mum 
was dumping burnt toast and cheese into the 
rubbish bin. Tom walked up behind her and 
encircled her waist with his arms, laying his 
head against her back. 

‘Oh mum, what can we do?’
‘Hello, my precious, let’s have some toast 

and sit here together with a cup of tea. How 
was school today, pet?’

She put on the kettle and tidied up the mess 
in the grill pan, opened the window and the 
back door and let out smoke that lingered 
from the blackened toast. 

His mum took the tea towel, turned away 
from Tom and scrubbed dried blood from 
beneath her nose. It wasn’t bleeding now but 
he could make out a dark patch on her cheek 
where dad’s hand had recently struck her. 
Three livid red stripes marked the imprint 
of his vicious fingers. She ran a comb through 
her shapeless and straggly hair and smiled at 
her son. The smile revealed the gap where his 
father had knocked out one of her front teeth 
at Christmas. 

Next day at home time Tom didn’t go to 
the bus stop. After school he walked to the 
sweetie shop, singing. He loved his mum but 
he had decided he wasn’t going back home. 
He had devised a plan, like a spy. It was time 
to escape. 

First of all he was going to buy liquorice 
allsorts with his bus fare. Subversive was 
the word he had thought up to describe his 
action plan. He had been reading a spy comic 
for older boys. Subversive Tom defies the 
bully was the name of his plan. He imagined 

comic strip pictures of himself, a scrawny 
boy, escaping to a foreign country and growing 
up tall and strong and right-handed. Like a 
hero. He would drive home in a gleaming white 
Cadillac and collect his mother, then carry her 
off to safety and happiness.  He would pay for 
her to visit a dentist and replace the missing 
front tooth so she could smile at him.

Delighting in the execution of the first step 
of his strategic plan, the subversive trip to the 
sweetie shop, Tom’s teeth were now black from 
eating liquorice. Tom laughed out loud in the 
street. His infectious chuckle was one of the 
things his mother loved about him.  

‘Oh, you are my funny boy!’ she would say, 
squeezing him hard in a long, joyful cuddle. 
With his subversive plan he might be able to 
make things better for her. He tried not to cry. 
His dad would only say he was a sissy. 

Tom knew that the big supermarket in town 
shut at six and there was a secret cardboard 
storage area behind it. Older boys from school 
sometimes played in the cardboard, but got 
chased away if they were noisy or upset the 
flattened boxes. If it had rained the cardboard 
became soggy and soft. It was sunny this evening 
and he found the stack of boxes standing crisply; 
they looked warm and dry and welcomed him 
like soldiers standing guard. 

Tom wouldn’t be noisy and he wouldn’t upset 
the stored waste. He clasped the liquorice 
allsorts packet to his chest and slid in between 
two halves of a big bundle. He slithered 
down, knobbly knees bent up to his chin 
and his back supported by the eerily quiet wall 
of packaging. The card insulated him from 
sounds and draughts. It smelled of Persil and 
clean clothes and he could see little flecks of 
white on the edge of the nearest box.  

Tomorrow he might go home and give his 
mum a cuddle. She would like that. They 
probably weren’t even wondering where he 
had got to. As Tom dozed off, the bruise on 
his head thudding gently, he felt peaceful 
in the knowledge that no-one would belt 
him tonight. A liquoriced smile lit up his 
slumbering face. 

At midnight Tom was sound asleep, the 
discarded liquorice allsorts pack by his feet 
inside the cardboard bed.  

The nightly refuse lorry rolled up in 
the darkness to collect the supermarket’s 
unwanted cartons and boxes. It hoisted 
the neat bundles into the air, one by one, 
and quietly dropped them into the crusher. 

Shirley Muir

Time for the Belt Buckle
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liza Jones of number  Smith Crescent had 
lived a long and respectable life.  She had 
raised her children well and paid all of her bills 
on time. 

But as her ninetieth birthday approached, 
she felt a tingle of something, she couldn’t 
quite identify.  It could have been excitement, 
or rebellion, or resentment.  Whatever it was, 
it started at her toes and rose up inside her, 
until she was unable to contain it. 

Why did her daughter, Jackie talk to her 
so slowly, enunciating each word as if to a 
very dim child?  And why did her son, obert 
insist on her not talking to strangers, as if he 
feared she was going to blurt her PIN number 
out to all and sundry?

She was nearly ninety, not nine, she was 
perfectly capable of looking after herself, she had 
lived through the war, for goodness sake. Not 
that that seemed to interest anyone nowadays.

She had lived a long life, an ordinary life, 
dutifully fulfilling the roles expected of 
her, first as a daughter, then as a secretary, 
then a wife, and mother.  Now she was a 
widow, whose children were grown up and 
independent, with children of their own. She 
was free from most of the responsibilities 
that had previously constrained her and she 
decided that it was time for her to have some 
fun – Nana-style!

She had always been mischievous as a child.  
She longed to recapture some of that simple 
childhood freedom and joy.  She missed the 
small pleasures in life  playing outdoors; 
climbing trees; making daisy chains; and 
second helpings of pudding. She had to 
concede that her knees made it unlikely that 
she would be climbing any trees anytime 
soon, but there had to be some way she could 
have a laugh.  Fun should not be the preserve 
of the young.  In fact if she could have fun at 
the expense of the young, then that would be 
even better.   

She decided that when she went to the 
post o ce to collect her pension, she would 
answer any question she was asked with the 
phrase jelly trifle .  It was silly and random 
and quite tickled her with glee.  She had 
always liked jelly trifle, so it seemed as good a 
phrase as any to express her new found sense 
of silliness. 

Good morning, Mrs Jones.  How are you 
today?  Nice weather we’ve been having 
lately,  said the polite young thing behind the 
post o ce counter. 

Jelly trifle!  announced liza brightly, 
brandishing her card.

Looking slightly alarmed, the lady behind 
the counter said m, do you remember 
your PIN?  Just type it in and follow the 
instructions on the terminal.

Jelly trifle,  liza said nodding, trying to 
contain the fit of giggles threatening to erupt 
within her.

She withdrew here money and left the post 
o ce with a cheery wave and a jolly jelly trifle  
to the assistant, who looked quite confused.  
Hah, now you know what it’s like when people 
LOL and OLO at you, and expect you to 
understand, thought liza triumphantly. 

She sat on the bench outside the post 
o ce and laughed until she cried, and then 
laughed some more at the horrified looks on 
people’s faces.

Next she went to the corner shop to buy a 
card for her ungrateful great-niece’s birthday.  
She didn’t much like the girl, but it was 
traditional to send her a card containing a ten 
pound note every birthday and Christmas, 
not that the child ever wrote to say thank you.  
Just think of all the custard creams liza could 
buy for .  That would give her much more 
pleasure than spending the money on her 
great-niece.  And so, on a whim, that was what 
she did.  liza left the corner shop with a bag 
bulging with custard creams, and a few packets 
of bourbons and jammy dodgers thrown in for 
luck.  ven better, she decided to eat the jammy 
dodgers for breakfast tomorrow – to hell with 
healthy porridge.

Inside her great-niece’s card, instead of 
a crisp ten pound note, liza slotted in the 
receipt for the biscuits and a letter from the 
electricity company thanking her for her 
prompt payment.  She could just imagine the 
look of horror on her great-niece’s face!  The 
best thing was that she couldn’t complain, 
because she would never guess that liza had 
done it on purpose.

Ah, this was the most fun she had had in 
years.  If people were going to treat her as senile 
and doddery, then she would bloody well act 
like it from time to time.  After all, there had to 
be some benefits to turning ninety. 

And so she decided that from now on, her 
birthday present to herself would be one day a 
year of unadulterated silliness.  It was fun, but 
she couldn’t risk doing it too often, in case she 
ended up in a care home.  She suspected that 
her children might not get the joke. 

Susan obinson

Jelly Trifle







...Dear Dr, I saw you today but unfortunately you didn’t 
see me. ou only saw a diagnosis. ou asked me questions but you 
answered them for me. It feels like you’re looking at the wrong patient. 
Did you have the correct notes in front of you because I’m confused? 
Oh well...maybe next time.

...Dear Dr, I’m sorry that I didn’t come to my appointment 
today. I couldn’t get out of bed. Oh well...maybe next time.

. ...Dear Dr, I feel amazing right now! I’m sorry I had to 
cancel another appointment but I couldn’t get back in time. I went to 

ome for the day. I booked my flight, ate my breakfast and by lunchtime 
I was on a plane. I didn’t have time to take in all the wonderful sights 
but everything seemed more beautiful than usual. Oh well...maybe 
next time.

...Dear Dr, I don’t think I have ever felt as low as I do right 
now. Life was going so well before mas. Infact, i even decided I didn’t 
need my medication anymore. I thought I was cured. ou don’t seem 
to grasp how desperate I feel. Oh well...maybe next time.

...Dear Dr, I just want to give up. ou don’t understand. 
ou look at me blankly while tears are pouring from my eyes. My words 

are locked up inside and I can’t get them out. Oh well...maybe next 
time.

...Dear Dr, WOW! ou won’t believe all the things that 
are happening right now! It’s amazing! My life is amazing! Infact, I’m 
amazing!! I don’t have time to tell you right now. I’ve made plans with 

 different friends and then I need to make phonecalls too. I used to 
have a phone phobia but I guess it’s gone because I just love talking to 
everyone. I called irsty  times today but couldn’t get hold of her. Oh 
well...maybe next time.

...Dear Dr, I’ve been in bed for  months. I haven’t drawn 
the curtains, I’ve barely eaten and to be honest I don’t know if I’ve 
taken my medication. My friends aren’t calling anymore because I 
won’t answer the phone. Oh well...maybe next time.

...Dear Dr, Thank you for listening to me. Thank you for 
adjusting my medication. I feel so grounded and I’m following my 
dreams but I’m taking care of myself too. I’m focused and determined. 
My mind isn’t racing. Better late than never but I wish you had listened 
earlier. Oh well...maybe next time.

Angela Mccrimmon
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Exhaustion

I’m lying in bed for a reason.
I’m tired;
So tired of talking and light and noise
And listening and seeing and watching
And reading and learning and
Being in the world. 
Because it hurts
And I’m tired.
The dark is a blanket and it saves me from these 
things
And I can breathe a sigh
And try not to care
That I’m being wrong or bad
And that I’m needing to eat and drink
And follow everyone,
As they walk along the train tracks
To their work and homes and families
Dragging their weary chains
Along the ground
Through the smoke.

I’m watching these images behind my eyes
I’m remembering the times I was in love 
With myself and the world around me.
I’m hearing the sound of waterfalls and
Pretending I can’t feel the damp.
I’m tasting the crunch of vinegar-sharp chips
And feeling the air rush by me
As I’m lifted up onto strong shoulders.
I’m ignoring the painful ache in my feet
As the sheets covering me are stale with age.
I’m pretending I can’t smell
Stale tea and worn washing powder
And I want to be oblivious to my own scent;
The lack of showers and hygiene throwing me off 
my thoughts.

I’m lying in bed, tired.
I’ve been here for three days.

Lauren Jones
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